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1. Translation in English (by S. Picaud-Monnerat)
of the review of Eric Schnakenbourg
“[Page 142]
Sandrine Picaud-Monnerat, La petite guerre au XVIIIe siècle, Paris, Economica, 2010, 658 p.
During a long time the study of what is called the “petite guerre” was neglected and even hold in
contempt by military theoreticians of the olden days as well as by many historians. The petite
guerre is made of surprises, ambushes, coups de main and requires from the combatants who use
it a special skill with cunning and cleverness to make the most of the circumstances of the place
and of the moment. The difficulty for the historian is that he must grasp a scattered phenomenon
made of a series of actions which are not much spectacular; actions often forgotten from the
“great history” and called “affaires de detail” by Maurice de Saxe. Despite its nebulous outlines,
the petite guerre can be nevertheless studied from several points of view.
The first point of view is military culture, which reveals a real watershed: the practice of the
petite guerre in the seventeenth century lead to a downgrading of this way of war, whereas it
becomes a subject for study from the mid-eighteenth century onwards, as the theoretical treatises
show, which detail the thorough preparation and the accuracy in the execution the petite guerre
requires.
The second point of view deals with the military operations, which allow a confrontation
between theory and practice. The author focuses on the campaigns in the Flanders during the
War of the Austrian Succession. Among other things, she points out the human factor, on the
side of soldiers and on the side of civil populations; for these populations, the contact with light
troops is the most usual and concrete sign of war.
The third point of view shows the role of the state, which is the organiser of the military domain
and, which is decided to closely control the petite guerre by regulations. The attention of Count
d’Argenson, secretary of state for war [secrétaire d’Etat de la guerre], towards the petite guerre
during the War of the Austrian Succession is a powerful signal [page 143] that this way of war is
now integrated in the strategy and in the conduct of war, at least from the mid-eighteenth century
onwards. And this integration is made at the level of the Department of War in Versailles as well
as by Marshall of Saxe in the field – The reflection and action of Marshall of Saxe in the domain
of the petite guerre has a great place in this study, and rightly so.
The different points of view successively highlighted by the author allow better pinpointing the
subject, by alternating theory and practice, strategy and tactic, while not neglecting the players of
petite guerre at all, whether they are soldiers who wage it or civil populations who suffer it. This
study is a good example of the dynamism of the research in military history nowadays, by the
method used as well as by the variety of the investigations.”
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