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This book is not intended as a biography of Napoleon, but rather focuses on the fundamental 

weakness of the regime. Its argument is that Napoleon’s ultimate failure as a ›good‹ dictator occurred 

not through any moral deficit that may have characterized the First Consul and (after 1804) Emperor, 

but rather his inability to operate according to the premises and restrictions demanded of modern 

constitutional government. The lack of domestic constitutional constraints allowed Napoleon to 

overreach himself, and this proved ultimately fatal on the international front, as it inevitably brought 

France into conflict with a coalition of all the other major European powers. Napoleon’s defeat, 

paradoxically, insured that the reforms of the ›good‹ period of his rule – the early Consulate, from 1800 

to 1802 – survived in France and beyond.

Hunecke portrays Napoleon as part perpetrator and part victim. Napoleon shares a measure of blame 

for the constitutional system (if it even deserves the label) under which his regime operated after 1799, 

but he was also a prisoner of it. Hunecke, despite his largely negative view of the Napoleonic regime, 

locates it in the context of the previous Revolutionary decade (1789–1799), which had taught 

Frenchmen to be wary of freedom. Freedom, so Adolphe Thiers – whom Hunecke cites extensively – 

had come to mean the Vendée, mass executions, state bankruptcy, and the loss of property rights. In 

reaction to this experience, France yearned for a dictator, albeit one in the classical Roman as 

opposed to modern sense: a great man to be accorded extraordinary but temporary powers to end the 

crisis. Of course Roman dictators typically resigned their powers once they completed their task. Julius 

Caesar was something of an exception.

Napoleon, who admired Caesar, was according to Hunecke out of his depth when it came to 

understanding constitutional law. He formally made his dictatorship permanent in 1802. He could not 

but do otherwise: Napoleon would not have been Napoleon had he relinquished power, and only a 

Napoleon, not a profound constitutional theorist, could have seized power in 1799. If we agree with 

this, Napoleon’s rise and fall were preordained from sometime before 1799, and it is therefore 

pointless to speculate about a turning point occurring after then based on France’s relative position 

within the European states system. Napoleon’s regime was doomed from the start, and the foreign 

policy setbacks that distinguished the post-Tilsit period (after 1807) were merely the symptom, and not 

the cause.

The focus of this book is very much high-level. The perspective is from the apex of power. From here, 

the Napoleonic performance does indeed look rather dismal. The most damning indictment one can 

make of any regime, whether dictatorial or democratic, is whether it ends its term with a stronger team 

Lizenzhinweis: Dieser Beitrag unterliegt der Creative-Commons-Lizenz Namensnennung-Keine kommerzielle Nutzung-Keine 
Bearbeitung (CC-BY-NC-ND), darf also unter diesen Bedingungen elektronisch benutzt, übermittelt, ausgedruckt und zum 
Download bereitgestellt werden. Den Text der Lizenz erreichen Sie hier: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/de



than with which it set out. In Napoleon’s case it is clear the reverse was the case, as talents such as 

Talleyrand and Fouché were progressively replaced by the ›yes men‹ and non-entities of the later 

Empire. What is less clear is whether this process was replicated lower down the hierarchy, at the 

level of prefects, auditors of the Council of State, judges in the ordinary courts and so forth. 

Napoleon’s mania to micro-manage everything is well documented, and noted by Hunecke amongst 

the fundamental weakness of this regime. However, an intent to micro-manage is not proof that this 

actually occurred to the extent implied in this book. Rather, one suspects that the French Empire, like 

other European states of this period, had simply outgrown the capacity of any individual, including 

even a Napoleon, to impose his will to such an extent. This would imply that some of the weaknesses 

that undoubtedly existed at the centre, including above all the arbitrariness manifest with the 

persecution of Jacobin and Bourbon opponents, were not replicated lower down. At this level, which 

was after all the level at which the vast majority of the Empire’s subjects experienced the regime, there 

was a degree of due process, consultation and legal certainty provided by Napoleonic institutions that 

provided a welcome contrast to the uncertainty of the 1790s.

To be fair, Hunecke does give some attention to these arguably positive attributes of the Napoleonic 

system. However, the emphasis is on the weakness at the centre, to a degree that arguably does not 

do the regime justice. That said, as this book suggests, even a well-run state, from an administrative 

point of view, is doomed to failure if it does not possess a suitable constitutional structure at the top: a 

structure that facilitates the making of the right strategic decisions. In particular, absence of such a 

constitutional structure denuded Napoleonic France of the capacity to tap the huge resources of the 

international money markets to finance war. Hunecke’s book convincingly shows that Napoleonic 

France did not possess such a constitutional structure, and that as a consequence the wrong strategic 

decisions were made. This may not have mattered had France been truly hegemonic in Europe, as 

say Britain was in the Indian Sub-Continent, or Qing China in East Asia. However, within the context of 

the European states system it did matter: Europe’s immune system ultimately provided the checks and 

balances that were lacking within France itself, albeit at a much higher cost in terms of the loss of life 

and treasure.
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