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Winning the War, Losing the Peace

By Nancy Prince-Cohen

Before 1789, the common people throughout Europe had little experience with freedom or democracy. In each country, powerful rulers were in control. France's adoption of “The Rights of Man” and Napoleon's “freeing” of his country promised liberty and democracy for all. Europeans now wanted what they thought the people of France had. When Napoleon's rule did not provide it for them, they looked for other ways to obtain freedom.

Napoleon had annexed some conquered territories; from others, he created new republics, countries not governed by hereditary monarchs. In addition, his new constitutions guaranteed basic human rights. As a result, hope for a life free from tyranny, war, and starvation was high.

The truth of Napoleon's dream, however, soon became apparent. He wanted to create a French hegemony, that is, a Europe in which France was the most important and most influential power. Thus, the establishment of republics did not improve the lives of the people as much as they benefited France and Napoleon. He made each of his brothers -- Joseph, Louis, and Jerome -- a king. His sisters became duchesses and princesses, while he became the emperor of France. These appointments made a mockery of the republics he created, especially since none of his family had training in government, economics, or social services. Rather, each was interested in becoming a hereditary ruler and accumulating wealth.

When Napoleon failed to conquer Great Britain with military might, he instituted the Continental System. His intention was to starve Britain by imposing his rules on the Europe he controlled and denying the British the freedom to make their own choices about trade partners. Since much of Great Britain's trade was with America and India, Napoleon's plan failed. Even worse, it created hardship for mainland Europeans, as well as a new war with Russia. Ultimately, it increased resentment against Napoleon and France.

As countries became increasingly afraid of France's growing power, they declared war. In response, Napoleon declared war against those who threatened his power. Naturally, these wars disrupted life across Europe. Napoleon's military draft forced thousands of young men to leave home. Many never returned, leaving thousands more without husbands, fathers, or sons. Distrust of the regime intensified as people saw the money they needed for food, clothing, and other basic necessities going toward armies, bullets, destruction, and a luxurious lifestyle for Napoleon and his close associates.

The freedoms Europeans had thought would follow the removal of the former rulers now seemed even more distant. Uprisings against the new tyranny of Napoleon finally brought his downfall in 1815. They also helped the people of Europe take a giant step toward establishing the promises in “The Rights of Man.
