
Napoleon Bonaparte entered history during a time when France had torn down its 
monarchy but had not yet built a stable replacement. He was a soldier, political ruler, 
lawmaker, conqueror and master of public image. He rose by claiming to defend the 
achievements of the French Revolution, then concentrated so much authority in his own 
hands that he eventually crowned himself emperor. His armies carried major legal and 
social changes across Europe while also bringing occupation, forced military service, 
taxation and death. He created institutions that lasted long after his empire disappeared, 
but his appetite for control helped produce wars that devastated an entire generation. 
Napoleon cannot be understood as only a military genius or only a power-hungry dictator 
because he was both a builder and a destroyer. 

He was born on August 15, 1769, in Ajaccio, a city on the Mediterranean island of 
Corsica. The island had been controlled by the Italian city-state of Genoa before France 
took possession of it shortly before Napoleon’s birth. Many Corsicans did not 
immediately consider themselves French, and Napoleon grew up hearing stories of 
resistance against French rule. His original name was closer to the Italian form, 
Napoleone Buonaparte, and his family spoke Italian and the Corsican language. The 
Bonapartes were not wealthy royalty, but they belonged to the island’s lesser nobility, 
which gave young Napoleon access to French military schools. He entered France as an 
outsider with an accent, limited money and a strong awareness that other students 
looked down upon him. 

Military school was not easy for him socially, but it gave him a direction. He studied 
mathematics, geography, history and artillery, the branch of the army responsible for 
cannons and other large weapons. Artillery demanded more education than simply firing 
a cannon. An officer had to calculate distance, angle, weight, timing, ammunition and the 
movement of heavy equipment across difficult ground. This training taught Napoleon to 
see a battlefield as a problem involving space, speed and concentrated force. He 
completed his education early after his father died and became a second lieutenant in the 
French army in 1785. 

Four years later, the French Revolution began. France was suffering from enormous 
government debt, food shortages, unequal taxation and a social order that gave the 
nobility and clergy privileges unavailable to most people. The monarchy of King Louis 
XVI lost control as ordinary citizens, political reformers and revolutionaries challenged 
the old system. France declared itself a republic, meaning that political authority was 
supposed to belong to the nation rather than a hereditary king. The king was executed, 
rival revolutionary groups fought for power and European monarchies attacked France 
because they feared revolution spreading into their own countries. This disorder created 
danger, but it also created openings for young officers whose ability mattered more than 
their family names. 

Napoleon’s first major opportunity came at Toulon in 1793. French royalists—people who 
wanted the monarchy restored—had helped British and allied forces occupy the port city. 



Napoleon developed an artillery plan that allowed French forces to capture positions 
controlling the harbor. Once the British fleet could no longer remain safely, the enemy 
withdrew. The victory did not belong to Napoleon alone, but his planning drew the 
attention of powerful officials. At twenty-four, he was promoted to brigadier general, an 
extraordinary rise for someone who had been a minor officer only a few years earlier. 

Political connections could raise a person quickly during the Revolution, and they could 
destroy him just as fast. Napoleon became associated with Augustin Robespierre, the 
younger brother of revolutionary leader Maximilien Robespierre. When the Robespierre 
government fell in 1794, Napoleon was briefly arrested because of that connection. He 
was released, but his future remained uncertain until another crisis brought him forward. 
In October 1795, royalist forces challenged the revolutionary government in Paris. 
Napoleon helped crush the uprising with cannon fire, proving that he was willing to use 
military force inside the capital to protect the government and advance his position. 

That action placed him near the center of French power. Paul Barras, one of the country’s 
leading officials, supported his appointment as commander of the Army of Italy. Around 
the same time, Napoleon married Joséphine de Beauharnais, a widow whose first 
husband had been executed during the Revolution. Joséphine was socially experienced, 
politically connected and already the mother of two children. Napoleon became 
passionately attached to her, although both of them would have relationships outside the 
marriage. Their union joined his rising military reputation to a valuable network within 
Parisian society. 

The Italian campaign of 1796 and 1797 made Napoleon a national hero. France was 
fighting Austria and its allies in northern Italy, but the French army there was poorly 
supplied and had received less attention than forces operating elsewhere. Napoleon 
reorganized his troops, spoke to their hunger and ambition, and promised that victory 
would provide what the government had failed to supply. He moved rapidly, attacked 
enemy armies before they could fully unite and repeatedly concentrated his strength 
against one vulnerable position. Instead of spreading his soldiers evenly across the 
battlefield, he sought a decisive point where superior force could break the enemy. This 
method required speed, accurate information and commanders capable of acting under 
pressure. 

His victories were military achievements, but they were also political performances. 
Napoleon issued dramatic messages describing his soldiers as heroes and himself as 
the leader who understood them. Newspapers connected to his campaign carried 
carefully shaped reports back to France. Defeats, failures and heavy losses received less 
attention, while victories were presented as evidence of almost unmatched ability. He 
negotiated treaties and reorganized Italian territories with a level of independence 
unusual for a general. By the time he returned to Paris, he possessed fame, money, loyal 
officers and political importance that made the civilian government increasingly nervous. 



Egypt became his next great undertaking in 1798. Britain remained France’s strongest 
enemy, but invading the British Isles directly was extremely difficult because Britain 
possessed a powerful navy. Napoleon hoped that occupying Egypt would threaten 
Britain’s trade route toward India and weaken British power in the Mediterranean. He 
defeated Egypt’s Mamluk forces near the pyramids, but British Admiral Horatio Nelson 
destroyed the French fleet at the Battle of the Nile. Napoleon’s army was now stranded 
far from France. The expedition continued into Syria, where disease, resistance and the 
failed siege of Acre stopped his advance. 

Alongside the soldiers, Napoleon brought scholars, engineers, artists and scientists to 
study Egypt. Their work produced detailed records of monuments, plants, animals, 
geography and ancient remains. A French soldier discovered the Rosetta Stone, whose 
inscriptions later helped scholars read ancient Egyptian writing. This intellectual work 
contributed to the growth of Egyptology, the modern study of ancient Egypt. It also 
carried the attitude of European empire: Egypt was treated as a place to invade, examine, 
classify and remove objects from. The expedition mixed military ambition, scientific 
curiosity and colonial control in the same project. 

While the Egyptian campaign was deteriorating, France’s government was losing public 
confidence. The country was ruled by the Directory, a five-member executive government 
known for corruption, political manipulation and dependence on the army. Napoleon left 
his troops in Egypt and returned to France in 1799, where several politicians were 
planning to replace the existing government. On November 9 and 10, they carried out a 
coup, meaning they removed the government through pressure and force rather than a 
normal legal transfer of power. Napoleon’s soldiers drove opposing representatives from 
the meeting place when the plan nearly failed. A new government called the Consulate 
was established, with Napoleon serving as First Consul. 

The title sounded republican, but real authority steadily gathered around him. New 
constitutions were approved through public votes called plebiscites, yet the voting 
process was controlled and the reported results were not fully trustworthy. Elections and 
representative bodies remained, but they could not seriously challenge Napoleon’s 
decisions. Newspapers were closed or censored, political opponents were watched and 
the police collected information about possible resistance. Napoleon offered order after a 
decade of upheaval, and many French citizens were willing to exchange political freedom 
for stability. He did not simply end the Revolution; he preserved selected parts of it while 
preventing the population from freely deciding what should come next. 

Government administration became more organized under his rule. Napoleon appointed 
prefects, officials who represented the central government in different parts of France 
and supervised taxation, policing and local administration. He created the Bank of 
France, strengthened tax collection and helped stabilize the national currency. Roads, 
canals, ports and public works received attention because movement and 
communication strengthened both the economy and the military. Secondary schools 
called lycées were developed largely to educate future officers, administrators and 



professionals. These institutions gave talented young men opportunities, although 
education remained unequal and heavily directed toward serving the state. 

Religion required another settlement. The Revolution had seized church property, 
weakened Catholic institutions and created intense conflict between the state and many 
believers. In 1801, Napoleon reached an agreement with Pope Pius VII known as the 
Concordat. Catholic worship was publicly restored, but the church did not recover all the 
property it had lost. The French government retained substantial control over 
appointments and paid religious officials. Napoleon did not surrender the state to the 
church; he used reconciliation to reduce division and strengthen obedience. 

The Civil Code of 1804, commonly called the Napoleonic Code, became one of his most 
lasting achievements. France previously had a confusing mixture of local customs, royal 
laws and revolutionary measures that differed from one region to another. The new code 
created a clearer national system governing property, contracts, marriage, inheritance 
and private legal disputes. It supported equality among male citizens before the law, 
protected private property and rejected the old feudal privileges that had favored people 
because of birth. These ideas helped carry important revolutionary changes into daily 
life. Versions of the code later influenced legal systems in Europe, Latin America, 
Louisiana and other parts of the world. 

Legal equality, however, had sharp limits. Married women were placed under the 
authority of their husbands and faced restrictions involving property, employment, 
divorce and control of family life. Fathers held enormous authority over their children, 
and the law treated the family as a household commanded by a man. Workers could be 
punished more easily than employers in wage disputes, and organized labor remained 
restricted. The code protected ownership more consistently than it protected political 
freedom or social equality. Napoleon’s legal order created equal male citizens while 
refusing to create equal human beings. 

His treatment of slavery exposed an even greater contradiction. Revolutionary France 
had abolished slavery in its colonies in 1794, partly because enslaved people in 
Saint-Domingue had already launched a massive revolution against the system. 
Saint-Domingue, located in the western part of the island of Hispaniola, was France’s 
richest colony and produced enormous quantities of sugar and coffee through enslaved 
labor. Napoleon wanted to recover firm control over the colonies and rebuild their 
profitability. In 1802, his government maintained slavery where it had not yet been 
abolished and restored it by force in places such as Guadeloupe. That decision placed 
French imperial wealth above the freedom the Revolution claimed to represent. 

Saint-Domingue would not quietly return to French control. Napoleon sent a large army 
commanded by his brother-in-law, Charles Leclerc, and French forces captured 
revolutionary leader Toussaint Louverture through deception. Toussaint was sent to a 
prison in France, where he died in 1803. Haitian fighters continued resisting under 
leaders including Jean-Jacques Dessalines, while yellow fever destroyed much of the 



French army. France’s defeat led to the declaration of Haitian independence on January 
1, 1804. Haiti became the first independent Black republic created through a successful 
revolution of enslaved people, and its victory broke one of Napoleon’s largest colonial 
plans. 

The loss of Saint-Domingue also reduced the value of France’s enormous Louisiana 
territory in North America. Without the Caribbean colony, Napoleon had less reason to 
maintain a continental supply system centered on New Orleans. War with Britain was 
also likely to resume, and France might not be able to defend Louisiana from British 
attack. Napoleon therefore sold the territory to the United States in 1803 for fifteen million 
dollars. The Louisiana Purchase nearly doubled the size of the United States. American 
expansion grew partly from the victory of Black revolutionaries who had made 
Napoleon’s original colonial design impossible. 

By 1804, First Consul was no longer enough for him. Napoleon had himself declared 
Emperor of the French, claiming that an empire would provide stability and prevent a 
return of the old royal family. During his coronation at Notre-Dame Cathedral, Pope Pius 
VII was present, but Napoleon placed the crown on his own head and then crowned 
Joséphine. The ceremony communicated that his authority did not depend upon the 
pope placing power upon him. He was creating a new ruling family, not restoring the 
Bourbon monarchy that the Revolution had removed. The language of national approval 
remained, but hereditary rule had returned under a different name. 

An assassination scandal helped clear the path to the throne. In 1804, Napoleon ordered 
the seizure of Louis Antoine, Duke of Enghien, a member of the Bourbon royal family. 
The duke was taken from outside French territory, brought before a rushed military court 
and executed. There was little solid evidence connecting him to a specific assassination 
plan against Napoleon. The killing frightened royalists and demonstrated that bloodline 
would not protect an enemy of the new ruler. It also damaged Napoleon’s reputation 
among people who had hoped he would govern through law rather than personal power. 

War soon placed the emperor at the center of Europe. Britain, Austria, Russia, Prussia 
and other states repeatedly formed alliances called coalitions to resist French power. 
Napoleon reorganized his forces into corps, large groups containing infantry, cavalry and 
artillery that could move independently for a limited time and then unite for battle. 
Infantry fought mainly on foot, cavalry moved and attacked on horseback, and artillery 
supplied cannon fire. This organization allowed the French army to travel quickly along 
separate roads without becoming one slow, crowded mass. Napoleon could confuse his 
enemies, draw them into poor positions and concentrate several corps against them at 
the critical moment. 

Austerlitz, fought on December 2, 1805, became his most famous victory. Napoleon faced 
the combined forces of Austria and Russia and deliberately made part of his position 
appear weak. The allied commanders attacked where they believed the French army 
could be broken. Once they moved away from their central position, Napoleon struck 



through the weakened center and divided their army. The victory forced Austria to seek 
peace and helped destroy the old Holy Roman Empire, a loose collection of mostly 
German territories that had existed for centuries. Austerlitz displayed his ability to study 
enemy expectations and use those expectations against them. 

Only weeks before Austerlitz, France had suffered a major defeat at sea. At Trafalgar, the 
British navy under Admiral Nelson destroyed the combined French and Spanish fleet. 
Nelson was killed during the battle, but his victory confirmed British control of the sea 
and made a French invasion of Britain highly unlikely. Napoleon could dominate much of 
continental Europe without being able to defeat the island nation protected by its navy. 
Unable to conquer Britain directly, he tried to damage its economy. That decision led him 
toward policies that became increasingly difficult to enforce. 

The Continental System attempted to prevent European countries from trading with 
Britain. Napoleon believed that closing European ports to British goods would weaken 
British businesses and force the government to negotiate. The plan also hurt European 
merchants and consumers who depended upon that trade. Smuggling spread, and allied 
rulers resisted sacrificing their economies for France’s larger strategy. Enforcing the 
system required Napoleon to pressure, occupy or invade countries that refused to 
cooperate. A weapon aimed at Britain gradually became a reason for expanding French 
control across Europe. 

Spain turned into one of his most damaging mistakes. In 1808, Napoleon forced the 
Spanish royal family aside and placed his brother Joseph on the Spanish throne. Many 
Spaniards viewed the new king as a foreign puppet, and resistance erupted throughout 
the country. Local fighters used guerrilla warfare, meaning small groups attacked French 
troops, supply lines and isolated positions before disappearing into familiar territory. 
British forces under Arthur Wellesley, later the Duke of Wellington, entered the Iberian 
Peninsula and supported the resistance. France could win major battles and capture 
cities without gaining secure control of the countryside. 

The Spanish conflict revealed the limits of military victory. An army could defeat 
organized soldiers but still fail to make an occupied population accept foreign rule. 
French forces answered resistance with executions, destruction and collective 
punishment, while guerrilla attacks could also be brutal. The artist Francisco Goya 
recorded the terror in paintings and prints that showed civilians, prisoners and soldiers 
caught inside escalating violence. Napoleon referred to the conflict as his “Spanish 
ulcer” because it continually consumed troops and resources. The war also damaged his 
claim that French armies were liberating Europe from oppression. 

Across other parts of Europe, French rule carried similar contradictions. Napoleon ended 
feudal restrictions in some territories, introduced legal reform and opened certain 
careers to talent rather than noble birth. At the same time, occupied populations faced 
taxes, military service, censorship and the removal of art and wealth to France. 
Conscription, which is compulsory military service, pulled young men into French armies 



whether their families supported the empire or not. Napoleon placed brothers and loyal 
officers on foreign thrones, making his empire look increasingly like a family possession. 
People who initially welcomed reform often began resisting the ruler who delivered it. 

Nationalism grew partly through this resistance. Nationalism is the belief that people 
sharing a language, culture, history or homeland should possess political unity and 
govern themselves. French revolutionary armies had spread ideas of citizenship and 
national belonging, but Napoleon’s occupations encouraged Germans, Spaniards, 
Italians and others to think about their own collective identities. His empire weakened old 
kingdoms while awakening political forces that France could not permanently control. 
Some later national movements borrowed from French reforms while rejecting French 
domination. Napoleon helped rearrange Europe, but the populations inside that 
arrangement developed ambitions of their own. 

Family and empire also became connected through his marriage. Joséphine had not 
given Napoleon a biological heir, and he feared that his dynasty would collapse without a 
son. He divorced her in 1810 despite the emotional attachment that remained between 
them. Napoleon then married Marie Louise, daughter of the Austrian emperor, joining 
himself to one of Europe’s oldest ruling families. Their son was born in 1811 and received 
the title King of Rome. A man who had risen through a revolution against inherited 
privilege was now building his future around bloodline, marriage and royal succession. 

Russia brought the empire toward collapse in 1812. Tsar Alexander I had become 
increasingly unwilling to follow the Continental System, and relations between the two 
rulers deteriorated. Napoleon assembled an enormous multinational force commonly 
called the Grand Army, containing French soldiers as well as troops from territories 
under French control. More than half a million men crossed into Russia, but the size of 
the army created a supply problem almost as dangerous as the enemy. Horses needed 
food, soldiers needed bread and wagons could not keep up across enormous distances. 
Disease, heat, hunger and desertion began reducing the army before the decisive 
fighting even occurred. 

Russian forces repeatedly withdrew rather than allow Napoleon the quick victory he 
wanted. As they retreated, they removed or destroyed food and supplies that the French 
might use, a practice known as scorched-earth warfare. The two armies finally fought a 
massive battle at Borodino in September. Napoleon technically held the battlefield 
afterward, but both sides suffered terrible losses and the Russian army remained capable 
of fighting. He entered Moscow expecting the Russian government to negotiate. Instead, 
much of the city was empty, fires destroyed large areas and the tsar refused to surrender. 

Waiting in Moscow wasted precious time. Napoleon finally ordered a retreat as winter 
approached, but cold was only one part of the disaster. Hunger, exhaustion, disease, 
attacks by Russian forces and the loss of horses destroyed the army’s ability to move 
supplies. Soldiers abandoned weapons and equipment while struggling to remain alive. 
The retreat across the Berezina River became especially desperate as troops and 



civilians crowded toward limited crossings under enemy pressure. Only a fraction of the 
invading force returned in organized condition. The Russian campaign shattered the 
belief that Napoleon’s armies could recover from any mistake. 

European powers recognized the opportunity and formed another alliance against him. In 
1813, they defeated Napoleon at Leipzig in the Battle of the Nations, one of the largest 
battles Europe had yet seen. His enemies had studied his methods and were now less 
willing to let him defeat their armies separately. Allied forces entered France in 1814 and 
captured Paris. Napoleon’s marshals refused to continue a hopeless struggle, forcing 
him to give up the throne. He was sent to the small Mediterranean island of Elba and 
allowed to retain the title of emperor over that tiny territory. 

Exile did not end his ambition. In February 1815, Napoleon escaped Elba and landed in 
France with a small group of followers. Royal troops sent to arrest him changed sides as 
he advanced, and King Louis XVIII fled Paris. Napoleon returned to power without 
needing a major battle, beginning the period known as the Hundred Days. European 
governments immediately prepared for war because they did not trust promises that he 
would rule peacefully. He had regained France, but he no longer possessed the empire, 
resources or military advantage of his strongest years. 

The final decision came at Waterloo in present-day Belgium on June 18, 1815. Napoleon 
attacked an allied army commanded by the Duke of Wellington while hoping to defeat it 
before Prussian forces under Gebhard von Blücher could arrive. Mud slowed French 
movement, repeated attacks failed to break Wellington’s defensive position and 
communication problems prevented Napoleon’s forces from gaining a decisive 
advantage. The Prussians reached the battlefield and struck the French side as the main 
struggle continued. Napoleon’s last major attack failed, and the army collapsed into 
retreat. Waterloo became famous because it ended his return, not because it was the 
largest or most brilliant battle he fought. 

This time, Britain sent him far into the South Atlantic to Saint Helena, an isolated island 
from which escape was nearly impossible. Napoleon spent his remaining years dictating 
memories, arguing with his British governor and shaping the story of his own life. He 
presented himself as the defender of revolutionary principles and the victim of frightened 
European monarchies. Those accounts helped build the Napoleonic legend, a carefully 
arranged memory that emphasized genius, destiny and betrayal. He died on May 5, 1821, 
at the age of fifty-one. Medical evidence points most strongly toward stomach cancer, 
which had also affected his father, rather than the popular theory that British captors 
slowly poisoned him. 

Even his physical appearance became part of the legend. Napoleon is often described as 
unusually short, but he was probably around five feet six or seven inches by modern 
English measurement, close to the average height of a Frenchman of his time. Confusion 
between French and British units contributed to the mistake. British caricaturists also 
drew him as a tiny, furious figure because political cartoons were weapons of public 



opinion. His nickname “the Little Corporal” referred more to familiarity with ordinary 
soldiers than to extreme shortness. The modern phrase “Napoleon complex” rests upon 
a physical image that was largely created by propaganda. 

His military ability was real, though later legend sometimes treated it as supernatural. 
Napoleon possessed an exceptional memory for units, roads, distances and 
commanders. He moved rapidly, understood the importance of morale and often 
recognized the decisive part of a battlefield faster than his opponents. He also inherited 
an army transformed by the Revolution, filled with experienced soldiers and officers who 
could rise through performance rather than noble birth. Marshals such as Louis-Nicolas 
Davout, Jean Lannes, André Masséna and Michel Ney were not pieces on a board; they 
were commanders whose courage and judgment made his victories possible. When 
those armies weakened and his opponents improved, Napoleon’s decisions became less 
forgiving. 

The human cost cannot be separated from the glory. Years of warfare killed and wounded 
millions of soldiers and civilians across Europe, the Mediterranean and the Caribbean. 
Families lost sons to conscription, farms lost laborers and towns were forced to feed 
passing armies. Disease killed enormous numbers because military medicine, sanitation 
and supply systems could not protect troops gathered in such large forces. Paintings of 
Napoleon standing calmly over a battlefield hide the screams, amputations, infections, 
hunger and grief underneath victory. Military brilliance describes the effective use of 
force; it does not erase what that force does to human bodies. 

His government left France stronger in some ways and less free in others. The country 
gained stable administration, organized finances, national legal rules, improved 
education and institutions that survived changes in government. Careers became more 
open to talented men outside the old nobility, although loyalty to Napoleon and access to 
education still mattered greatly. Newspapers were controlled, opposition was suppressed 
and political power remained concentrated at the top. He protected major gains of the 
Revolution, especially legal equality among men and the end of feudal privilege, while 
weakening republican government. France received order, but Napoleon expected that 
order to answer to him. 

The larger legacy depends upon which part of his empire is being remembered. Legal 
scholars may see the Civil Code, military students may see speed and organization, and 
political leaders may see the power of public image. Europeans whose territories were 
occupied may remember forced service, taxation and foreign control. Haitian history 
sees a ruler who tried to reestablish a profitable colonial system built upon slavery and 
was defeated by people determined to remain free. French national memory often moves 
between admiration for his ability and recognition of the destruction produced by his 
ambition. Each view contains part of the man, but none should be allowed to hide the 
others. 



Napoleon rose because revolution broke the old ladder of birth and allowed ability to 
climb. He remained in power because he supplied order, victory and national pride to a 
country exhausted by instability. He fell because success persuaded him that every 
political problem could be solved through control and every obstacle could be overcome 
by another campaign. His strongest gift was seeing possibilities that cautious people 
missed. His greatest weakness was losing the ability to recognize when possibility had 
become overreach. The same confidence that carried him from a poor Corsican 
household to the throne of France eventually carried his army into Moscow, his empire 
into collapse and Napoleon himself to a guarded house on an island thousands of miles 
from the Europe he once commanded. 

 


