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Revamping the Government
By Robert W. Butler

When Napoleon became the ruler of France, the country was a nation in turmoil. From the all-powerful regime of the Bourbons had emerged a successful revolution led by the people. But after 10 years of upheaval, the people were ready to welcome some stability into their daily lives. Napoleon positioned himself to fill this need. As a single ruler in all but title, he impressed his character upon France and its empire. The reforms he introduced -- in politics, government administration, education, the economy, religious affairs, and the law -- reflected his own personality.

In politics, the creation of a new monarchy was the realization of Napoleon's dream. In 1799, Napoleon had been selected as the popular military hero to be used by a circle of conspirators. But he soon turned the tables on his revolutionary colleagues and helped impose a constitution that named him First Consul.

Although the constitution included a series of representative institutions such as the Council of State, the Tribunate, the Legislative Body, and the Senate, in practice, Napoleon was in charge. For a while he was able to hide the reality of his one-man rule behind a republican façade, but the disguise ended in 1804, when he became emperor of France. Since the change was approved overwhelmingly by a direct vote of the country's citizens, Napoleon could legitimately claim that his actions were supported by the French people. Whether as consul or as emperor, however, it was Bonaparte who increasingly bore responsibility for the future direction of France. The successes, as well as the failures, of the revolutionary era came to reflect the will of one man.

During the early days of the Revolution, for instance, the centralized administration of France had begun to adopt a more federal approach. Instead of appointing mayors and governors from Paris, as had been customary under the regime of the Bourbons, Paris had allowed voters to choose their own. Under Napoleon, the process was reversed. Once again, local authorities were appointed from the central government. While this practice increased administrative unity as well as imperial control, it reduced the power of the people.

As far as the economy went, Napoleon's goal was to support his military efforts. A branch of the central administration handled the direct taxation of the French. New laws revived indirect taxes on salt and tobacco, and the newly created Bank of France managed a sound currency. The domain extraordinaire, a special account created through contributions and confiscation (seizure of possessions) from across Europe, helped cover budget shortfalls.

The best-known example of Napoleon's economic policy was the Continental System -- his attempt to destroy Britain's economy by closing the European market to its trade. While the policy caused much suffering in Britain, the system gave a temporary boost to the French economy and encouraged other subject nations to think in terms of producing their own goods.

In education, Napoleon encouraged the creation of a system designed to produce a select group of people who would support his policies. Although the revolution had tried to establish free primary school for all, Napoleon did not make much effort to fund primary education for boys (or for girls at any level). Instead, he concentrated on the creation of superb secondary schools, which fed students into the elite lycées (schools that produced officers for the army and administrators for the civil service). Operating under central government control, Napoleon's schools attracted the brightest young men of the day and offered them an education strong in military and patriotic influence. An Imperial University was established to oversee all educational efforts, both private and state-funded, but the emphasis was on scientific and engineering subjects.

Napoleon's religious reforms were crucial to the success of his policies. The French population was overwhelmingly Catholic, but generations of official Church support for the monarchy had helped fuel anti-Church feeling among the revolutionaries. Indeed, Church-owned property had been confiscated to help finance the early revolutionary government. This action, coupled with the official agnosticism of the Reign of Terror, had caused a complete break between the Catholic Church and the government of France.

Napoleon was indifferent to religion himself, but he was keenly aware that by condemning the pope, he would be encouraging resistance to the central government. An agreement was reached by which the pope maintained control over the clergy and the government maintained control over property and guaranteed religious freedom for the nation. When the pope accepted the agreement, it was a great leap forward for the acceptance of Napoleon's government by Europe as a whole.

Napoleon is above all remembered for the law reform that bore his name, the Code Napoléon. Revision of the law codes had been a goal of the revolutionary government, but progress had been slow. Napoleon renewed the attempt and personally attended more than 30 meetings devoted to the effort. As a result, the Code was a reflection of his desires. It ratified the abolition of feudalism, guaranteed equality before the law, and opened the economy to private enterprise. It also emphasized strong government, father-dominated families, and conservative beliefs. Of all the reforms Napoleon introduced, the Code is perhaps the longest-lived and most successful.

Bourbon was the name of the ruling family of France from 1589 to 1793, and then again from 1814 to 1848.

Republican describes a republic, a state or nation in which the supreme power rests in all the citizens entitled to vote and is exercised by representatives elected, directly or indirectly, by them and responsible to them.

Agnosticism refers to the belief that the human mind cannot know whether there is a God or an ultimate purpose to life, or anything beyond what can be experienced.

Reign of Terror refers to the period of the French Revolution from 1793 to 1794, during which many persons were executed as counterrevolutionaries.

Feudalism refers to a society organized in a manner similar to that in medieval Europe. In that system, the land, worked by serfs who were bound to it, was held by masters in exchange for military and other services the masters gave to overlords.
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