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As with most charismatic figures, it has been difficult to evaluate Napoleon objectively from a historical
perspective. Even before his death, a number of myths were developing about him. Since then much of the
debate among scholars has dealt with whether Napoleon should be considered a defender or a destroyer of the
revolution, whether his rise to power reversed the revolutionary tide or consolidated it. In the following
selection Geoffrey Bruun argues that Napoleon should be viewed more as an eighteenth-century enlightened
despot than as anything else.

The major misconception which has distorted the epic of Napoleon is the impression that his advent to
power was essentially a dramatic reversal, which turned back the tide of democracy and diverted the
predestined course of the revolutionary torrent. That this Corsican liberticide could destroy a republic and
substitute an empire, seemingly at will, has been seized upon by posterity as the outstanding proof of his
arrogant genius. To reduce his career to logical dimensions, to appreciate how largely it was a fulfillment
rather than a miscarriage of the reform program, it is necessary to forget the eighteenth century as the
seedtime of political democracy and remember it as the golden era of the princely despots, to recall how
persistently the thinkers of that age concerned themselves with the idea of enlightened autocracy and how
conscientiously they laid down the intellectual foundations of Caesarism. Napoleon was, to a degree perhaps
undreamed of in their philosophy, the son of the philosophes, and it is difficult to read far in the political
writings of the time without feeling how clearly the century prefigured him, how ineluctably in Vandal's phrase
l'idee a precede I'hnomme.

All the reforming despots of the eighteenth century pursued, behind a facade of humanitarian pretexts, the
same basic program of administrative consolidation. The success achieved by Frederick the Great in raising the
military prestige and stimulating the economic development of Prussia provided the most notable illustration
of this policy, but the same ideals inspired the precipitate decrees of Joseph Il in Austria, the cautious
innovations of Charles Il of Spain, the paper projects of Catherine the Great of Russia and the complex
program pursued by Gustav Ill in Sweden. Military preparedness and economic self-sufficiency were the
cardinal principles guiding the royal reformers, but they also shared a common desire to substitute a unified
system of law for the juristic chaos inherited from earlier centuries, to eliminate the resistance and confusion
offered by guilds, corporations, provincial estates and relics of feudatory institutions, and to transform their
inchoate possessions into centralized states dominated by despotic governments of unparalleled efficiency
and vigor. In crowning the work of the Revolution by organizing a government of this type in France, Napoleon
obeyed the most powerful political tradition of the age, a mandate more general, more widely endorsed, and
more pressing than the demand for social equality or democratic institutions. Read in this light, the
significance of his career is seen to lie, not in the ten years of revolutionary turmoil from which he sprang, but
in the whole century which produced him. If Europe in the revolutionary age may be thought of as dominated
by one nearly universal mood, that mood was an intense aspiration for order. The privileged and the
unprivileged classes, philosophers, peasants, democrats, and despots all paid homage to this ideal. Napoleon
lent his name to an epoch because he symbolized reason enthroned, because he was the philosopher-prince
who gave to the dominant aspiration of the age its most typical, most resolute, and most triumphant
expression.



Napoleon as Preserver of the Revolution
George Rude

In recent years historians have become more reluctant to categorize Napoleon under any one label. Instead,
they tend to interpret more judiciously his words and deeds, taking care to note that both were inconsistent
and even contradictory at various times. This tendency among historians is exemplified in the following
selection by the well-known British social historian George Rude. Rude, who has emphasized looking at history
from the bottom up, sees Napoleon as sympathetic to and supportive of the revolution.

Napoleon himself believed that his work was a kind of crowning of the Revolution, and he was remarkably
honest about his friendship with Robespierre's brother. He defended Robespierre from the charge of being
bloodthirsty; he respected him as a man of probity. Napoleon would never have imagined that his own career
could have flourished as it did without the surgery performed on French society by the Revolution. He was
born in Corsica of poor, proud, petty-noble parents, and before the Revolution he could not possibly have
risen above the rank of captain in the French army. Also, he had read Rousseau and sympathized with much of
the Jacobin philosophy.

Napoleon had two different aspects. He believed in the overthrow of the old aristocracy of privilege; on the
other hand, he believed in strong government, and he learned both of these beliefs from the Revolution. He
was both an authoritarian and an egalitarian. Yet, admittedly little of this seems to fit the man who created a
new aristocracy, who prided himself on being the son-in-law of Francis of Austria, referred to his late
"brother" Louis XVI, and aspired to found a new imperial dynasty.

However, if we judge Napoleon on what he actually did and not only on those things that are usually
remembered (despotism and foreign conquest), we must concede that his armies "liberalized" the
constitutions of many European countries. They overthrew the aristocratic system in Italy and Germany, and
even, to some extent, in Poland and Spain. A great many European liberals rallied to Napoleon's banners,
particularly where French administration was at its best (as under Napoleon's brother Jerome in Westphalia).
Napoleon's armies did bring many of the ideals of the Revolution to Europe: the basic ideas of the overthrow
of aristocratic privilege, of a constitution, of the Code Napoleon (which was a codification of the laws of the
French Revolution). In this sense Napoleon was a revolutionary. He turned his back on revolution to the extent
that he was authoritarian and contemptuous of "the little man," but certain important accomplishments of
the Revolution — peasant ownership of land free from feudal obligations, expropriation of the possessions of
the Church and of the nobility were retained and even extended beyond France's borders. Napoleon was
indeed a military despot, but he did not destroy the work of the Revolution; in a sense, in a wider European
context, he rounded off its work.



Dictatorship -Its History and Theory: Napoleon as Dictator
Alfred Cobban

There is a tradition of historians much more critical of Napoleon than Bruun or Remusat. They see in
Napoleon's rise to power and in the means he used to retain it elements of a modern dictatorship. This view
was particularly strong during the 1930s and 1940s, perhaps a reaction to events of those times. The following
selection by Alfred Cobban, a scholar from the University of London and a recognized authority on French
history, is a good example of this interpretation. Here Cobban analyzes how Napoleon gained power.

Bonaparte came to power because his name provided a new source of authority, but at the same time the
principle of the sovereignty of the people had established too firm a hold over men's minds to be abandoned.
Some means of reconciling this principle with the rule of one man had to be found. Emotionally this was easy:
the sovereignty of the people had become fused with nationalism, and Napoleon through his victories had
come to be a living symbol of the national greatness. But to add the appearance of free choice he adopted the
method used by the Jacobins in presenting their Constitution of 1793 to the country - the plebiscite. Sieyes
and the men of Brumaire had themselves presented this device to Bonaparte, when they incorporated in the
Constitution of the year VIII the name of the First Consul, Citizen Bonaparte; so that when it was submitted to
the popular vote, it was as much a plebiscite on Bonaparte as a vote for a constitution. The votes on the life
consulate in 1802 and on the establishment of the Empire in 1804 are mere sequels. By these popular votes
democracy, or at least the principle that all authority is derived from the people, was to be triumphantly
vindicated by the election of Napoleon to the post of supreme power in the state. In this way arose, in the
modern world, the idea that one man might himself represent the will of the people, and be invested with all
the authority of the most despotic ruler in the name of democracy. The idea of sovereignty, freed from all
restraints, and transferred to the people, had at last given birth to the first modern dictatorship. . ..

Napoleon came to power as a dictator from the right - not, of course, as a leader of the old reactionary
party, but as a dictator supported by the propertied classes, the financiers and commercial men, the upper
bourgeoisie, and speculators, who had made large fortunes out of the revolution and had bought up church or
crown lands or the property of émigrés with worthless assignats.



