Was Napoleon Bonaparte the Savior or the Destroyer
of the Ideals of the French Revolution?

One man, Napoleon, brought his country, France, from its most tormented status at the end of the French Revolution to the very pinnacle of its height in just a few years time. He was a military hero who won impressive land-based battles that allowed him to dominate most of the European continent. He was a man with ambition, great self-control and calculation, a great strategist, a genius. Even though he accomplished great things, many people still question how he governed France. Did Napoleon abuse his power? Did he defeat the purpose of the ideals of the French Revolution? 

Some people believe Napoleon finished and completed the Revolution by fulfilling the ideals the people of France demanded. Many upper-middle class and poor peasants believed that Napoleon gave them equality, freedom, justice, and many rights. Such things never existed during the reign of the monarchs before Napoleon stepped in. He helped solve France’s economic problems by putting the country back on a stable financial footing, and he made the French currency one of the most stable in Europe. Soldiers and generals praised him for fighting alongside his men in many battles. He was an aspiring leader who gained their loyalty. 

He worked hard to heal the wounds of over a decade of revolution. He allowed all types of political refugees back into the country, and appointed both radicals and royalists to his government. His greatest act of reconciliation, however, was allowing the Catholic Church back into France in an agreement with Pope Pius VII. The church was allowed back in, however, on Napoleon's terms. Clergy who had supported radical or monarchist uprisings were dismissed, confiscated church lands remained under the control of the government, and the principle of religious freedom remained in force. 

Perhaps one of the most important and lasting contributions that Napoleon gave to the French people was the Civil Code or most widely known as the Napoleonic Code. Determined to unify France into a strong modern nation, he pushed for a single set of written laws that applied to everyone. The Napoleonic Code reformed various aspects of the old French law codes to provide more equality under the law and greater guarantees of basic rights. It was based on two ideas: that all men (but not women) are equal under the law and all people have a right to property. This new code of laws applied equally to all French citizens regardless of what position they were in the society. This was especially true of tax reform, in which he eliminated any privileges the wealthy had enjoyed. 

While some people praise Napoleon’s accomplishments, others also claim that he betrayed the ideals of the French Revolution. First, they argue that Napoleon became the monarch of France in all but the title. Many who fought to get rid of the monarchy opposed Napoleon. The constitution of 1802 had officially installed Napoleon as a lifelong dictator, and he later crowned himself Emperor of France. He made this position hereditary, so that even if he died, his family members would continue his rule.

Second, he ran an incredibly efficient government, but centralized power so that he was a strong ruler not unlike a king. He was ruthless toward any who opposed him and severely restricted the freedom of the press to restrict criticism against him. Third, many were outraged that Napoleon was in agreement with Pope Pius VII to restore the Catholic religion and make it as France's main religion. Finally, they argued that Napoleon did not promote equality among all people, since he did not grant women equality under the law.

Over time, European governments began to steadily adopt many of the reforms of the French Revolution. Napoleon was responsible for much of this, for France controlled many European territories, such as Italy, Germany, and Holland, even though these territories were not under the direct control of the Empire. It was in these territories that the principles of the revolution were most thoroughly adopted, such as the abandonment of privilege and the ideas of equality under the law.
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