Napoleon Bonaparte
1769–1821
Because of his small stature and thick
Corsican accent, Napoleon was
mocked by his fellow students at
military school. Haughty and proud,
Napoleon refused to grace his
tormentors’ behavior with any kind of
response. He simply ignored them,
preferring to lose himself in his
studies. He showed a particular
passion for three subjects—classical
history, geography, and mathematics.
In 1784, Napoleon was
recommended for a career in the
army and he transferred to the Ecole
Militaire (the French equivalent of
West Point) in Paris. There, he proved
to be a fairly poor soldier, except
when it came to artillery. His artillery
instructor quickly noticed Napoleon’s
abilities: “He is most proud,
ambitious, aspiring to everything. This
young man merits our attention.”

dissolve the Directory. In its place, they established a group
of three consuls, one of whom was Napoleon. Napoleon
quickly took the title of first consul and assumed the powers of a dictator. A sudden seizure of power like Napoleon’s
is known as a coup—from the French phrase coup d’état
(KOO day•TAH), or “blow to the state.”
At the time of Napoleon’s coup, France was still at war.
In 1799, Britain, Austria, and Russia joined forces with one
goal in mind, to drive Napoleon from power. Once again,
Napoleon rode from Paris at the head of his troops.
Eventually, as a result of war and diplomacy, all three
nations signed peace agreements with France. By 1802,
Europe was at peace for the first time in ten years. Napoleon
was free to focus his energies on restoring order in France.

Napoleon Rules France
At first, Napoleon pretended to be the constitutionally
chosen leader of a free republic. In 1800, a plebiscite
(PLEHB•ih•SYT), or vote of the people, was held to approve
a new constitution. Desperate for strong leadership, the
people voted overwhelmingly in favor of the constitution.
This gave all real power to Napoleon as first consul.

Restoring Order at Home Napoleon did not try to return the
nation to the days of Louis XVI. Rather, he kept many of the
changes that had come with the Revolution. In general, he
supported laws that would both strengthen the central government and achieve some of the goals of the Revolution.
His first task was to get the economy on a solid footing.
Napoleon set up an efficient method of tax collection and
established a national banking system. In addition to ensuring the government a steady supply of tax money, these
actions promoted sound financial management and better
control of the economy. Napoleon also took steps to end
corruption and inefficiency in government. He dismissed
corrupt officials and, in order to provide the government with trained officials, set
up lycées, or government-run public schools. These lycées were open to male students of all backgrounds. Graduates were appointed to public office on the basis of
merit rather than family connections.
One area where Napoleon disregarded changes introduced by the Revolution
was religion. Both the clergy and many peasants wanted to restore the position of
the Church in France. Responding to their wishes, Napoleon signed a concordat,
or agreement, with Pope Pius VII. This established a new relationship between
church and state. The government recognized the influence of the Church, but
rejected Church control in national affairs. The concordat gained Napoleon the
support of the organized Church as well as the majority of the French people.
Napoleon thought that his greatest work was his comprehensive system of laws,
known as the Napoleonic Code. This gave the country a uniform set of laws and
eliminated many injustices. However, it actually limited liberty and promoted order
and authority over individual rights. For example, freedom of speech and of the
press, established during the Revolution, were restricted under the code. The code
also restored slavery in the French colonies of the Caribbean.

664 Chapter 23

Analyzing Causes
How was
Napoleon able to
become a dictator?

