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Rise and fall of Napoleon’s Empire

By the end of this section, you will have learned about 
Napoleon Bonaparte and his impacts and know about 

the following key points:

Napoleon’s rise to power

Reform in France

Congress of Vienna.

Emperor Napoleon
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After the Reign of Terror, many in France wanted an end to 
the violence at home. In 1795, the National Convention
used the army to put down an uprising in Paris, and created 
the Directory, a government run by five people.

The Directory

Under the Directory, the nation was greatly divided between 
several factions. The economy remained weak and many 
people struggled to afford food, adding to the civil unrest.

At the same time, France fought many 
wars to defend the country from 
invasion and to raise money through 
conquests. The Directory became 
increasingly reliant on the army.
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With the growing importance of the army, many generals 
gained influence in the political arena. One such general was 
the brilliant strategist Napoleon Bonaparte.

Napoleon earned the loyalty and support of his troops, as well as 
many common people, during his successful military campaigns.

As the Directory became increasingly 
unpopular, Napoleon took his chance and 
seized power in November 1799 along with 
the politicians Emmanuel Joseph Sieyés and 
Roger Ducos. They formed the Consulate
with Napoleon holding all of the real power. 

Why are successful generals often very popular 
with common people, even those not in the army?

The rise of Napoleon
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Napoleon in power

How did Napoleon address the needs of the people?
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Napoleon’s wars
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Britain and the Americas

Napoleon viewed Britain as his biggest enemy. In 1806, he 
used a naval blockade called the Continental System to 
restrict British trade, but it was ineffective. Britain launched its 
own blockade, which was successful due to its naval strength.

As well as Europe, Napoleon had ambitions in the New World. 
Slaves in Saint Domingue (now Haiti) rebelled in 1789 and 
Napoleon tried to restore order to the colony in 1801. 
However, this was met with fierce resistance and disease.

As a result, Napoleon decided to cut 
his losses in the Americas. He sold 
the Louisiana Territory to the US in 
1803 for $15 million.

How did the Louisiana Purchase affect the U.S.?
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Napoleon’s mistakes
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Napoleon’s downfall

Britain, Prussia, Austria, Russia and Sweden all joined forces 
against France following Napoleon’s failed invasion of Russia. 
Napoleon suffered a critical defeat at Leipzig in 1813 and 
surrendered in 1814, giving up the throne and going into exile.

Louis XVIII ascended the throne 
but was unpopular. Napoleon 
escaped and quickly raised an 
army, regaining power for what is 
known as the Hundred Days.

However, Napoleon was defeated at the Battle of Waterloo
by Britain and Prussia in June 1815. He was exiled to the 
island of St Helena, where he died in 1821.
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The Congress of Vienna
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The impact of Napoleon’s rule

Napoleon’s rule had many major impacts on France. 

Napoleon restored peace and brought 
together many different factions in 

France. He ended the Revolution and 
re-established relations with the Catholic 
Church. In establishing the Napoleonic 

Code, he protected property and 
eliminated privilege based on birth. 

However, he ruled with absolute power 
and used force to maintain this. 

Workers lost many privileges and he 
plunged Europe into ten years of war.

How did Napoleon’s rule impact Europe?
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Review
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Glossary
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