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FROM CORSICAN
SON TO MASTER
OF FRANCE: HOW
NAPOLEON
BONAPARTE CAME
TO POWER

T h e  s t o r y  o f  h o w
Napoleon  Bonaparte
came  to  power  i n
France  is  one  of  the
most  dramatic  and
instructive  tales  in
European history.  It  is
not a simple narrative
o f  h e r e d i t a r y
succession or a smooth
democratic  election.

Instead, it is a story of
ambit ion,  mi l i tary
genius, political chaos,
and  a  single,  decisive
moment  that  tipped
t h e  s c a l e s .  T o
understand  how  a
young  artillery  officer
from  Corsica  could
become the Emperor of
the  French,  one  must
look  at  the  volatile
backdrop of the French
Revolution, the wars it
spawned,  and  the
vacuum of leadership it
created.  Napoleon  did
not simply seize power;
he was, in many ways,
the solution to a nation
desperate  for  order
a n d  g l o r y .  H i s
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a s c e n s i o n  w a s  a
m a s t e r c l a s s  i n
leveraging opportunity,
exploiting  instability,
and  pro ject ing  an
image of a savior. The
answer to the question,
"Napoleon  Bonaparte
came  to  power  i n
F r a n c e  b y ? "  i s
multifaceted,  involving
a  c o m b i n a t i o n  o f
mi l i ta ry  acc la im,
political  shrewdness,
and  a  perfectly  timed
coup d'état.

The
Crucible
of
Revolutio
n: Setting

the Stage
To appreciate the rise
of Napoleon, one must
first  understand  the
state of  France in the
1790s.  The  French
Revolut ion,  which
began  in  1789,  had
thrown the country into
a decade of upheaval.
The  monarchy  had
been  overthrown,  the
king  executed,  and  a
r a d i c a l  r e p u b l i c
es tab l i shed .  Th is
period,  known  as  the
Reign  of  Terror,  saw
thousands executed by
the guillotine. By 1795,
the Terror had ended,
but  France  was  still
fighting  wars  on
multiple fronts against
a coalition of European
monarchies.  Internally,
the  government  was
weak and corrupt. This
five-man  executive,
called  the  Directory,
was deeply unpopular.
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I t  was  p lagued  by
financial  crises,
political  infighting,  and
a  series  of  near-miss
coups.  The  French
p e o p l e ,  w e a r y  o f
r e v o l u t i o n ,  w e r e
yearning  for  a  strong,
stable  leader  who
could protect the gains
of the Revolution—like
t h e  a b o l i t i o n  o f
f e u d a l i s m — w h i l e
ending the chaos. This
was the fertile ground
into  which  Napoleon
Bonaparte  would  step.

Military
Acclaim:
The
Foundatio
n of

Napoleon'
s Rise to
Power
Napoleon’s  path  to
power was paved with
military  victories.  A
brilliant  strategist,  he
used speed, deception,
and  concentrated
firepower  to  defeat
larger  armies.  His  first
major  break  came  in
1793 during the Siege
of  Toulon.  Here,  he
demonstrated  h is
tact ical  genius  by
capturing  a  key  fort,
forcing the British fleet
to  w i thdraw.  Th is
victory earned him the
rank  o f  b r i gad ie r
general  at  the  age of
2 4 .  H o w e v e r ,  h i s
career  nearly  ended
when  the  pol i t ical
winds  changed  after
the Terror.  It  was not
until  1795 that he re-



4

4 Napoleon Bonaparte Came To Power
In France By

2022-07-27

emerged,  famously
us ing  a r t i l l e ry  to
suppress  a  royalist
insurrection  in  Paris
(the  "whiff  of
grapeshot" ) .  Th is
e a r n e d  h i m  t h e
g r a t i t u d e  o f  t h e
D i r e c t o r y  a n d
command of the Army
of Italy.

THE ITALIAN
CAMPAIGN: A STAR
IS BORN

I t  was  in  I taly  that
Napoleon truly became
a legend.  In  1796,  he
took  command  of  a
poorly  supplied  army
and,  in  a  ser ies  of
lightning  campaigns,
defeated  the  Austrian
and  Sardinian  forces.
He  did  not  just  win
battles; he won peace.
He  dictated  terms  to
the  Pope,  plundered
Italian  treasuries  to
fund  his  army,  and
sent millions of  francs

back  to  the  bankrupt
French  government.
His success made him
a  national  hero.  His
bul let ins  f rom  the
battlefield  were
carefully  crafted  to
bui ld  h is  personal
reputation. He was no
longer  just  General
Bonaparte; he was "the
Little  Corporal"  who
inspired  fierce  loyalty.
This military fame gave
him the political capital
he needed. It created a
narrative:  Napoleon
was the man who could
win  glory  for  France.
This  reputation  was
c r u c i a l  i n
understanding  how
Napoleon  Bonaparte
came  to  power  by
p l a c i n g  h i m  i n  a
position  of  immense
influence  and
popularity.
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The
Egyptian
Expeditio
n:
Building a
Legend

Abroad
A f t e r  h i s  I t a l i a n
victories,  Napoleon
became  too  powerful
and  popu la r .  The
Directory,  fearing  his
ambition,  supported
his  p lan  to  invade
Egypt  in  1798.  The
idea  was  to  disrupt
British trade routes to
India  and  keep  the
general  away  from
Paris.  The  Egyptian
c a m p a i g n  w a s  a
military  failure  (his

fleet  was  destroyed  by
Nelson at the Battle of
the Nile), but it was a
p r o p a g a n d a
masterpiece. Napoleon
took with him a team
o f  s c i en t i s t s  and
scholars,  founding  the
Institut  d'Égypte.  This
cultivated his image as
a  m a n  o f  t h e
En l ightenment ,  a
modern ruler.  He also
s t a g e d  h i s  o w n
propaganda,  such  as
the  "Affair  of  the
Standards"  where  he
c l a i m e d  t o  h a v e
d i s c o v e r e d  a
connection  between
local  leaders  and  the
O t t o m a n s .  M o r e
i m p o r t a n t l y ,  t h e
Egyptian  campaign
gave  him  the  perfect
excuse  to  leave  a
failing  mission.  When
he learned of a series
of  French  mi l i tary
defeats in Europe and
the  crumbling  of  the
Directory,  he  saw  his
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m o m e n t .  H e
abandoned his army in
Egypt  and  secretly
sailed  back  to  France
i n  O c t o b e r  1 7 9 9 ,
a r r i v i n g  a s  a
conquering  hero  who
had  returned  to  save
the  country  from  its
inept leaders.

The Coup
of 18
Brumaire:
The
Seizure of
Power
The  direct  answer  to
t h e  q u e s t i o n ,
"Napoleon  Bonaparte
came  to  power  i n
France  by?"  is  the
coup  d'état  of  18
Brumaire  (November

9-10,  1799,  in  the
French  Revolutionary
calendar).  However,
this  was not  a  simple
military  takeover.  It
was a complex political
conspiracy  involving
his  brother  Lucien,  a
key  polit ician,  and
Emmanuel  Sieyès,  a
director who wanted to
r e f o r m  t h e
constitution.  Sieyès
believed  Napoleon
could be his  sword to
c h a n g e  t h e
government.  The  plan
was  to  claim  that  a
Jacobin plot threatened
the  Republic,  forcing
the  government  to
move to a safe location
(the Château de Saint-
C l o u d ) .  T h e r e ,
N a p o l e o n  w a s  t o
present his demands to
the  counc i l s  ( the
legislative  bodies).
The  first  day  went
smoothly,  with  the
directors resigning. The
second  day,  however,
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n e a r l y  e n d e d  i n
d i s a s t e r .  W h e n
Napoleon  addressed
the  Council  of  Five
Hundred,  the deputies
shouted  him  down,
crying "Down with the
dictator!"  He  became
flustered  and  nearly
fa inted.  I t  was  his
brother  Lucien  who
saved  the  day .  As
p r e s i d e n t  o f  t h e
council,  Lucien  rallied
the  troops  outside,
dramatically  declaring,
" T h e y  a r e
assassinating  your
general!" This gave the
soldiers  the  excuse
they  needed.  With
bayonets, they cleared
the chamber. The coup
was complete.

AFTERMATH: THE
CONSULATE

The  consp i ra to r s
c r e a t e d  a  n e w
government called the
Consu la te .  Three
c o n s u l s  w e r e

appointed:  Napoleon,
Sieyès,  and  Roger
Ducos.  However,  in  a
classic Napoleon move,
h e  q u i c k l y
outmaneuvered Sieyès
and  became  the  First
C o n s u l .  A  n e w
cons t i t u t i on  was
written,  which  was
e s s e n t i a l l y  a
d i c t a t o r s h i p  i n
republican  clothing.
The  constitution  gave
the First Consul almost
all  executive  power,
including  the  right  to
appoint  ministers,
generals,  and  judges.
This  was  the  formal
answer to the question:
Napoleon  Bonaparte
came  to  power  i n
France  by  first  leading
a  c o u p ,  t h e n  b y
i m m e d i a t e l y
consolidating  power
through the Consulate.
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Consolida
ting
Power:
From
First
Consul to

Emperor
O n c e  i n  p o w e r ,
Napoleon did not stop.
He  understood  that
force  alone  could  not
keep him in charge. He
needed  to  win  the
support  of  the  French
people. He launched a
brilliant  campaign  of
consol idation  that
addressed  the  key
p r o b l e m s  o f  t h e
Revolution.

Peace and
Victory: He

defeated Austria
again at the
Battle of
Marengo (1800),
and negotiated
the Treaty of
Amiens with
Britain in 1802,
giving France a
period of peace.
Legal Reforms:
He oversaw the
drafting of the
Napoleonic
Code, a
comprehensive
set of laws that
enshrined
equality before
the law, property
rights, and
secular authority.
This was one of
his most
enduring
legacies.
Economic
Stability: He
created the Bank
of France to
stabilize the
currency and
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manage state
finances.
Reconciliation:
He reached out
to old royalists
and emigres,
offering amnesty.
He also signed
the Concordat
with the Pope in
1801, which
recognized
Catholicism as
the religion of
the majority of
French people
while keeping
the Church under
state control.
This pleased the
devout and
ended the
revolutionary
conflict with the
Church.
Propaganda
and
Plebiscites:
Napoleon was a
master of
propaganda. He
controlled the

press and used
art and public
ceremonies to
burnish his
image. More
importantly, he
used plebiscites
(direct votes) to
legitimize his
power. In 1802,
he held a
plebiscite to
become First
Consul for Life,
which passed
with an
overwhelming
majority. In
1804, he held
another
plebiscite to
establish a
hereditary
Empire.

THE CORONATION:
THE FINAL STEP

T h e  u l t i m a t e
consolidation  of  his
p o w e r  c a m e  o n
December  2,  1804,
when  he  c rowned
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himself Emperor of the
French in Notre Dame
C a t h e d r a l .  I n  a
powerful  symbolic
move,  he  took  the
crown from the Pope's
hands and placed it on
his own head, signaling
that his authority came
from  his  own  actions
and  the  wi l l  of  the
people,  not  from  the
Church.  This  was  the
final  answer  to  the
q u e s t i o n  o f  h o w
Napoleon  Bonaparte
came  to  power  i n
France: he achieved it
through  a  dynamic
s e q u e n c e  t h a t
combined  mil i tary
genius,  a  decis ive
c o u p ,  p o l i t i c a l
legislation, and popular
vote. The Republic had
become an Empire, but
it was an empire built
b y  o n e  m a n ’ s
relentless  drive.

Conclusio
n: The
Man Who
Made His
Own
Fortune
In summary, Napoleon
Bonaparte  came  to
power  in  France  by
exploiting the chaos of
the  post-Revolutionary
e r a .  H e  u s e d  h i s
b r i l l i an t  m i l i t a ry
victories  in  Italy  and
Egyp t  t o  bu i l d  an
unmatched  reputation
as  a  sav io r  o f  the
n a t i o n .  H e  t h e n
orchestrated the Coup
o f  18  Bruma i re ,  a
political  event  that
removed  the  weak
Directory.  But  seizing
power is not the same
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as holding it.  He then
cemented  his  position
through  a  series  of
masterful  domestic
r e f o r m s — t h e
Napoleonic  Code,  the
Bank  of  France,  the
C o n c o r d a t — w h i c h
stabilized  the  country
and made him popular.
Finally,  he  legitimized
h i s  r u l e  t h r o u g h
plebiscites,  effectively
turn ing  a  mi l i tary
dictatorship  into  a

popularly  ratified
monarchy. His rise was
not  a  simple  accident
of  history;  it  was  a
calculated,  brilliant,
and ruthless campaign
for  absolute  control.
Napoleon  Bonaparte
came  to  power  by
being exactly the right
m a n  a t  t h e  r i g h t
moment,  armed  with
the  sword,  the  pen,
and  an  unshakable
b e l i e f  i n  h i s  o w n
destiny.


