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Traditionally, the victory of the colonies of North America in their war for independence from Great Britain has been attributed to problems the British faced while fighting on the American continent. These include the difficulties the British encountered supplying their army, the advantage the colonists held in fighting on familiar territory, the use of European war tactics against the Americans, who used Native American, guerilla-like tactics, and the idea that Americans were fighting for a genuinely felt cause, while the British forces were apathetic to the outcome of the war. However, these theories ignore the larger picture of the rest of Europe during this time. Britain lost the war for American independence not because of problems encountered in America, but because they were being threatened by other European powers. For Britain, the primary objective of the American Revolution was not to keep their colonies, however valuable they may have been; but, especially upon the involvement of the French, Spanish, and Dutch, it became about defending British maritime dominance and protecting other British colonies, as well as England itself. The existence of Great Britain, not the holding of American colonies, was what the war came to be fought over. The British lost the war because they failed on the European front, because of diplomatic failures and lack of allies, not because of the difficulties of fighting in America.


The Seven Years’ War had left bitterness among Europeans, particularly the British against the Spanish and French, and the peace agreement ending this war was not expected to last. Instead, the involved nations were merely looking for a reprieve from the fighting to replenish their military strengths. France and Spain in particular looked to build up their naval capabilities, as Britain had demonstrated clear superiority here.
 During this time also, Britain worked to separate relations with France and Spain, treating them not together as Bourbon powers but as two distinct nations. The British did this because France had traditionally been their greatest enemy, and a lasting peace with the French would be near impossible. Conversely, peaceful relations with the Spanish, a powerful ally of the French, were seen as attainable. However, as the French aid for the Americans increased and the involvement of the French in the American war became more apparent, and also the obvious alignment of the Spanish with the French, Britain again began to meld relations with the two nations together.
 Smaller-scale problems, primarily diplomatic problems, also continued to plague Anglo-Bourbon relations in the years between the end of the Seven Years’ War and the American Revolution.
 From the beginning and especially after the Battle of Saratoga and the open involvement of the French, the American Revolution seemed the next logical step in Anglo-Bourbon warfare.


Tensions also existed between Britain and the Dutch. Traditionally, however, the two nations had been allies, under agreements in the 1674 treaty of Westminster, and a defensive alliance created in 1678. The Dutch were also financially bound to England, as Dutch banks held a great deal of British debt. However, relations between the two countries had begun to break down between the Seven Years’ War and the outbreak of the American Revolution. After the war began, the Dutch were particularly angered by the problems the British created for them in commerce and trading with the colonies.
 The British believed that the Dutch had not shared enough of the burden of the War of Austrian Succession earlier in the century, and this perpetuated animosity between the two nations. Also, in 1756, Maria Theresa of the Netherlands became more peaceful and created better relations with France, which gave Louis XV access to waterways and ports that could allow the French to attack their rival. Britain had previously felt secure with these areas in Dutch control but no longer did.
 The break with the Dutch for the British became especially clear when they met with John Adams as a representative of America, thereby diplomatically recognizing the United States as a nation.
 

The Dutch were further convinced to side with the Americans because of the blockade the British had imposed on the colonies. The Dutch economy relied heavily on trade with America, particularly New England, and access to American ports. The Dutch appealed to the British to allow them to lift some restrictions on the blockade, but these requests were declined, and despite the blockades, the British began to notice Dutch ships in American harbors and American ships and goods in Amsterdam in 1774. It was clear that the Dutch were trading especially gunpowder and arms with the Americans before the war officially began. As the war progressed, trade between the Dutch and America became more outward, and Dutch merchants profited immensely from this commerce, trading rice, indigo, cotton, tobacco, and other American exports. Historically, the Dutch, particularly in this period, have been regarded as an economically minded society. Thus it should be no surprise that the economic advantage of trade with the Americas during this time was recognized and seized by them. They were also influenced by the French, whose alliance they desired to keep.


The open involvement of the French in 1778 in the American Revolution changed the face of the war for the British. However, even before this time, Britain was concerned about French participation in the war, as they had been aiding the Americans (and making little effort to conceal their actions). The Americans had immediately looked to France for help at the outset of the war.
 The Americans were also being helped by the Spanish, as they were using their ports to export goods, which the British had not blockaded.
 The French also prepared for war with Britain before the Battle of Saratoga. They built up their naval forces, worked on improving fortifications for their colonial holdings, and called on Spain for help. Britain also saw open war with France and Spain as inevitable before 1778. Both sides were aware at least by mid-1777 that fighting was unavoidable. The next phase of Anglo-Bourbon warfare was about to begin. The only question that remained was when it would commence.
 

Britain tried to prepare, moving troops around, especially in the Caribbean, and attempted to negotiate with America before the war with the Bourbon powers began. The English hoped that the war in America would end before the French officially entered into it, bringing Spain and other allies with them. Americans agreed to negotiations with the British before the French became officially involved, but this was strictly a diplomatic move, aimed to scare the French into acting faster, tricking them into thinking that the war would end before they had the opportunity to become involved.
 The preservation of the Caribbean was important to Britain from the outset of the war, but became even more so as the war progressed and Britain realized the direct threat to their holdings there. Britain also looked to gain the favor of the Southern colonies. They believed that the colonists in these areas were more loyal, and the strategic advantage of holding them as a buffer in the south was appealing given these aims.


The Battle of Saratoga is often regarded as the turning point of the American Revolution, as it won French and other European aid for America. However, the real benefit to America after the battle was not the aid that France gave, but the threat that France, and in 1779-1780, Spain and the Netherlands, posed to Britain.
 One of the major weaknesses of the British Empire was highlighted during the American Revolution: a lack of European allies. The involvement of the French spurred Spain to also become involved in the conflict. France relied on Spain’s ports both for their own colonies and for military support during the war.
 The Spanish were loyal to the French because they were both ruled by members of the Bourbon family. Both nations, but especially Spain, wanted and tried to be perceived as independent from one another, however, the fact that they were ruled by members of the same family inextricably tied them to each other.
 Also during this time, the Dutch became involved in the war on the side of the Americans, primarily for economic reasons. 

This was truly a turning point in the war with Britain. It had outwardly become a world war and Britain’s lack of allies among the European powers was an enormous liability. During the early years of the revolution, anticipating the entrance of the other European powers into the conflict, Britain had hoped to secure allies. The fighting between Britain and France was delayed for a long period of time for the reason that neither side wanted to appear to be the aggressor in the conflict, and thus be regarded badly in the eyes of other European nations, especially Spain. Britain looked particularly to Russia and Prussia for allies. Negotiations with Catherine II of Russia, however, highlight the problems with British foreign policy. At this time, Catherine II was concerned with escalating conflict in Bavaria and Crimea, both threatening her nation. Despite this, when British representatives approached her they presented the conflict in America as most pressing, and because Britain failed to address the situations in Bavaria and Crimea or bring them into the negotiations, Russia failed to intervene.
 Britain now had to be concerned not only with the fighting in America, but protecting the island of England, other colonies, and diplomatic relations in Europe on their own. This became far more important to the English than protecting their holdings in North America.

Britain had many other political and diplomatic problems in Europe that worked to the advantage of the Americans and their European allies. King George III’s role in the governance of the colonies has been traditionally overemphasized by historians. There was no clear military leader or secretary of war; most decisions were made by Parliament. Because of this and the problems of communication, the regional military leaders held a great deal of power. Parliament hoped to protect what they deemed the innocent, loyal colonists (whom they believed composed the majority of Americans) from the rebels. However, this was not directly communicated to the regional military leaders and was not recognized as a goal. Also, the English were concerned that knowledge of the events in America would spawn a revolt in Ireland, as Ireland was another British-held territory that was unhappy and expressed discontent at being under British control. They therefore decided on a blockade as well as a ground war against the colonists, hoping this would bring a quick end to the rebellion.
 This worked to the disadvantage of the British because it angered other Europeans, particularly the Dutch, whose economy relied on trade with the Americas. By the time France openly declared war on Great Britain, the continent of Europe had already united against the British.


Major reasons Spain became involved in the war for American independence against Britain was for Spanish gain. Spanish leaders recognized the weak and precarious situation of their own colonies in the Americas. If the British were defeated, not only would their colonies become more secure, but Spain also realized that British control of the Atlantic Ocean would be weakened, and access to their colonies thereby strengthened.
 One of the Spanish concessions for entering the war was that American independence be secured, as they realized the more sheltered position their colony would be in if America, a new nation which would naturally struggle, controlled the areas around their holdings than if Britain or any other European power controlled them.
 They also wanted to gain total control of Florida from the British. Spain’s main goals in the war, though, were European. The Spanish hoped to regain control of Gibraltar and Minorca. This would not only be a victory over the British, but also the French, who desired the areas, and from whom the Spanish were striving to separate themselves. However, Spain still delayed in becoming involved in the war. This was not because of successful British diplomacy, which had aimed to create just this. Rather, they were taking the necessary time to build up their naval forces and their fortresses. In addition, diplomatically, Spain had been working to be regarded as a separate entity from France, and thus delayed a considerable amount of time after France declared war on England to do the same.
 However, their traditional alliance and family loyalty ultimately bound them to come to the aid of the French, an obligation that greatly weakened England’s chance for victory in America and Europe. 


The American Revolution was seen as a European conflict by the people of Europe, especially the British. The war was handled in the press and in politics as a European matter, not a strictly domestic issue nor an issue primarily involving non-Europeans.
 One of the main reasons that the war in America was so frightening to the British was the possibility that the American Congress would form a permanent alliance with France or one of England’s other enemies, upsetting the balance of power that existed in Europe between the major nations. The English hereby recognized America and Americans as an integral cog in the European machine. Once France became openly involved in the war in 1778, re-establishing control over the American colonies became a secondary goal for the British. It also sparked a more patriotic wave in Britain. Those who had been sympathetic with the Americans and their cause, even for what were deemed breaches of American rights by Parliament, now found it virtually impossible to sympathize with their cause without appearing unpatriotic to Britain.


The involvement of France in the war sparked great alarm and public awareness in England. A pamphlet published in Britain in 1779 read:

Whatever may be our Sentiments with respect to our Armaments abroad…it is time for Animosities to subside, when we are threatened with an invasion, and when national Honour and Welfare are at stake…The object which should engross our attention at present is, our present situation, such as we find it, and the very alarming apprehensions of its becoming still worse. 

Clearly, this pamphleteer was urging patriotism and feared an invasion of Britain by the French and her allies. 
 England tried to treat the war as a strictly European issue and as a traditional European war. However, it was “terrifyingly novel,” even in the way the war was handled in Parliament. Britons realized the threat that the war posed to their security as a nation and empire.
 The defeat of Burgoyne and the British at Saratoga was also humiliating for the English, as much of their pride stemmed from their vast world empire and ability to maintain control over it. The subsequent involvement of the French, as this signaled that other European powers thought the British were able to be defeated in the war, only furthered the humiliation and sparked greater feelings of patriotism.


The peace negotiations after the war also demonstrate the concern Britain had about what America’s independence would mean for her control of the sea. If America fell under the control of France or any other European power, Britain’s maritime supremacy would essentially end, and access to their other colonies, including those in India, the Caribbean, and Gibraltar would become much more difficult.
 Because of this, Britain hoped that the peace with America would be amiable. The peace negotiations with France, who was the major European enemy during the war, were simplified due to the fact that the French government was on the verge of bankruptcy. They conceded quickly and won only minor gains.
 However, prior to this, the English were nervous that a reasonable treaty with France would not be possible because of public anger between the two nations. The English also feared that America would not become independent but instead become part of France’s North American empire.


The impact that the American Revolution had on Britain can be gleaned from the political activities during and especially after the war. The revolution frightened Britons, who realized that their nation’s position and authority in Europe and with the rest of their colonies was threatened. After the war, British politics underwent a sharp shift to the right.
  The war in America also had long-reaching consequences for European politics as a whole. As it caused a shift to a more conservative view in Britain, it also forced all of Europe to examine how they would handle revolutions and revolutionaries, such as France especially would be facing in the years to come. It also caused Britain, Parliament, and the press to place a great emphasis on Britain’s policies of upholding civil liberties for its own citizens.
 The war sparked fear in Britain of armed local militias, because the government had trained and armed much of the militia of America, and fear of other such groups in the empire, particularly in Scotland and Ireland, were widespread. Britain began to exercise stricter control over Ireland especially.
 As perhaps a more positive result of the British defeat in America, Britain looked to create a more humanitarian image of herself as a colonial power. The Atlantic slave trade was abolished in England and the nation looked to otherwise revamp its image both on the European scene and in the eyes of the colonized in order to prevent the American Revolution from sparking further uprisings in other colonies.


The traditional view of the American Revolution is that the American victory had everything to do with action on that continent. Naturally, American historians in particular would view the history this way. However, there are many factors on the European stage that resulted in the British defeat. The British lost the war in America because of their diplomatic failures and lack of European allies, not because of difficulties in fighting on the American continent. 
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