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Stuart Woolf

Napoleon: politics of integration?

Over the past two decades research has immensely widened the range of ques-
tions posed about the Napoleonic period and consequentially the forms of nar-
rating these crucial years in the history of Europe. Previously the dominant 
modes of narration were either biographies of Napoleon or an exclusively na-
tional perspective that recounted the Napoleonic years as an episode within 
the history of the individual state. The biographical tradition has continued, 
indeed the interminably prolonged bicentennial – from Brumaire to Waterloo 
– has already generated a flood of books on Napoleon that appears incom-
parably greater than a century ago, no doubt judged by publishers appropri-
ately commensurate to the changed scale of the market of readers. Instead, the 
Napoleonic years in national historiographies are no longer represented as an 
interlude or interruption in the teleological subtext of progress towards the 
nation state. In France, despite the notable production of doctorat d’état theses 
on departmental administrations in these years, the centrality of the Revolu-
tion conditioned the interpretation of the Napoleonic experience as a political 
involution, but contemporaneously was recounted as the highest expression of 
national gloire. Outside France, above all in Italy and Germany, the Napoleonic 
occupation was interpreted as a negative interruption of the longue durée of an 
underlying autochthonous process of the nation’s evolution towards political 
statehood; in Spain, Germany and Russia this easily slid into an anachronistic 
assumption of resistance as an expression of national identity, with the defeat 
of the Grande Armée by the Russians and the Fourth Coalition allies described 
as national wars of liberation. Perhaps only in Belgium and Poland, on the one 
hand, and Switzerland and Holland, on the other, were the Napoleonic years 
interpreted more positively in the historiography, because of their direct po-
litical significance for the former countries, and the irrevocable rupture of the 
traditional forms of organization of the state in the latter. In general, this was 
accompanied by acknowledgement that the externally imposed reforms and 
restructuring of the organization of the state that accompanied the years of oc-
cupation provided a partial explanation of the Restoration, in the sense of the 
impossibility of a return to the Ancien Régime.

I like to think (immodestly, as frequently happens en fin de carrière) that 
my book on Napoleon’s conquest or integration of Europe (terms to which I 
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shall return), published in 1990, has contributed a little towards a reorientation 
of the way of looking at the Napoleonic period, developing and expanding a 
theme initially opened by Jacques Godechot’s pioneering study of 1956 on the 
Revolutionary Grande Nation. From even the most cursory survey of the re-
markable quantity and quality of relatively recent research on these years, par-
ticularly outside France and predominantly written by non-French historians, 
I think that the most important change that emerges is the shift in focus away 
from an inward-looking individual state perspective to national experiences 
within the broader context of Europe.

The central proposition in my book and some related articles1 was to of-
fer an interpretation, on the one hand, of the practices and, on the other, of 
the ideological underpinning of the French domination of the European con-
tinent. Hence, in terms of practices, I was obviously concerned not only with 
the Napoleonic years, but – like the mainstream of studies of Napoleon’s rule 
in France – with the appropriations of the experiences of the Revolutionary 
decade, in particular of the Directory, as much as with the abrupt political and 
administrative changes introduced after Brumaire. I argued that the context 
within which such practices were introduced was permeated by an ideological 
conviction of the superiority of European civilization (contrasted generically 
to extra-European societies) and of the particular role of France; concepts that 
were not new, but that had consolidated during the Enlightenment, that were 
believed to be demonstrable through history and (what today we can describe 
as) proto-social sciences and that were intimately related to the relatively recent 
faith in the idea of progress. This ideological underpinning, at a moment when 
the Revolution and subsequent wars had overthrown the established pattern 
of international relations and radically challenged the organization of society, 
explains the sense of mission shared by the Napoleonic ruling class at what was 
regarded as a unique historical moment. 

Certainly very present in my thinking about the Napoleonic conquest of 
Europe was the broad question of the colonial experiences of the major Euro-
pean states, particularly in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In an article, 
prior to the book, dedicated to the ideological assumptions of civilization in the 
Napoleonic empire, which appears to have attracted much attention, I wrote 
of „cultural imperialism“ – incautiously, as it now appears to me. I continue 
to believe that, in cultural terms, historical (as indeed current contemporary) 
expressions of imperialism derive from and breed a conviction of superior-
ity, facilely represented (through conviction or hypocrisy) as a mission to put 

 1 S. Woolf , French civilization and ethnicity in the Napoleonic empire, in: Past and Present 124 
(1989), pp. 96–120; id., Napoléon et la conquête de l’Europe, Paris 1991; id., The construction 
of a European world-view in the Revolutionary-Napoleonic years, in: Past and Present 137 (1992), 
pp. 72–101.
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the natives on the proper path to progress. But when writing the book my 
primary interest in other historical experiences of imperial expansion was to 
consider the practicalities of how to administer and govern states or territories 
that had been conquered by military force with the intention of maintaining 
possession or control indefinitely or over a long period. That is, my concern 
was not with a comparative study of European empires, and least of all with 
reading backwards (or forwards) from Spanish, Portuguese, British, French, 
Dutch, German or American imperial experiences. Such a study would, in any 
case, be conceptually vitiated by fundamental differences, practical and cul-
tural, between the control and running of overseas empires and Napoleon’s 
European empire (whatever Bonaparte’s expectations and proclamations that 
accompanied his Egyptian expedition). My purpose was far more elementary: 
all empires yield benefits; but military occupation, while always present, costs 
too much and in any case, in modern times, has always been considered as in-
appropriate where what was anticipated was long term control.

Central to my book is an exploration and interpretation of the successive 
phases and difficulties in the Napoleonic experience of the means of running 
an ever expanding empire. My interpretation is based on what I consider to be 
an intimate and ever present relationship between three dimensions – the ideo-
logical conviction that France had a mission to „civilize“ less fortunate peoples, 
the equally ideological belief in the primary role of the state as the appropriate 
instrument to modernize backward societies, and the practical exploitation of 
the conquered territories to supply the imperial treasury and armies with ever 
larger revenues, troops, materials and compensations for the emperor’s rela-
tives and marshals. I argue that there was no prior blueprint in the methods of 
governing the empire, but a continuous elaboration and refinement of instru-
ments and methods necessitated by the sheer speed and dimensions of the ex-
pansion of the empire and dependant territories. This in no way places in doubt 
what all researchers of Napoleonic rule agree upon, that control was exercised 
tightly by Paris and with increasing impatience and rigidity by Napoleon. One 
of the major issues open to discussion, central to this conference, is the degree 
to which such control was effective. Whatever the insistence on the uniform 
application of the French model, as elaborated in Paris, the competing demands 
of the wars and Blockade, geographical distance and the ultimate dependence 
of administrators and newly installed sovereigns on the elites of the former 
regimes – landowners, local notables, magistrates and bureaucrats, merchants 
and savants – facilitated and encouraged compromises and evasiveness, passive 
resistance and interpretative adaptations favourable to their local proponents. 

It is evident that there was a fundamental contradiction between the ideal 
of good administration and the accelerating and increasing demands of mili-
tary and economic warfare. Military security, establishing the new structures of 
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administration and winning the support of the notables and property owners 
went hand in hand with conscription. Civil administration and the demands of 
war always created tensions. But I remain convinced that, until late on, they 
coexisted, particularly in the Départements and satellite kingdoms where the 
French administration had been present for a (relatively) lengthy period. These 
essentially correspond to the Départements that Michael Broers calls the ,inner 
empire‘, whose boundaries shift over time in correspondence to Napoleon’s 
successful wars; to these I would add many of the satellite states, starting with 
the kingdom of Italy.2 It is not accidental that the administrations within the 
empire should have reached their highest bureaucratic level of efficacy in both 
the civil sphere (as, for example, in the collection of statistical information) and 
military recruitment in 1812, the year of the Russian campaign. This seems to 
me to argue strongly against Geoffrey Ellis’ definition of the empire simply 
as a ,spoils system‘.3 French-controlled areas in the ,outer empire‘, whether 
annexed Départements or satellite kingdoms like Naples, required greater mili-
tary presence to ensure security and repress brigands and real or potential op-
position; vicinity to an external frontier, even if militarily under control, always 
encouraged the age-old practice of smuggling, above all with the Continental 
Blockade, not just in the Pyrenees or Calabria, but in Holland, the Hanseatic 
Départements and the Rhein Départements.

The subtitle of this book – „occupation or integration?“ – corresponds ac-
curately to much of the current state of debate, although I have my reservations 
about whether it does not risk forcing the thickness and ambiguities of the his-
torical experience by reducing them to two stark alternatives. I recognize that, 
by changing the title of my study from Napoléon et la conquête de l’Europe in 
the earlier French and Italian editions to Napoleon’s Integration of Europe for 
the subsequent English edition, I unintentionally contributed to what I now 
regard as an unnecessary provocation that has contributed to a false dilemma. 
I have explained elsewhere why this occurred.4 When I was writing my book 
at the European University Institute (where I then taught), the ethos of politi-
cal ,Europeanism‘ had become increasingly prevalent under the presidency of 
Emile Noël, former secretary general of the European Commission. Compa-
risons between the European Community or Union (as it was still to become) 
and Napoleon’s conquest of Europe were not regarded with favour. My study, 
taken together with my contributions deconstructing the invention by histo-
rians and politicians of a supposed unity of European history that could be 

 2 M. Broers , Europe under Napoleon 1799–1815, London-New York 1996.
 3 G. El l is , The Nature of Napoleonic Imperialism, in: P. G. Dwyer (ed.), Napoleon and Eu-

rope, London 2001, pp. 91–117.
 4 S. Woolf , Napoleon and Europe revisited, in: Modern and Contemporary France 8 (2000), 

pp. 469–478.
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traced back over the centuries,5 could be read as containing a political message, 
given my insistence on the difficulties, indeed the utopianism of the experience 
of the Napoleonic generation in its endeavour to iron out and fix in a single 
mould the heterogeneity of European societies that is intrinsic to the very his-
tory of Europe. I confess that, at that moment, I did not have the courage to 
entitle the book L’intégration de l’Europe; my adoption of such a title for the 
English edition (published a year later, in 1991) was a mild intellectual protest 
from the sidelines, as an academic historian, against the rhetoric of uniting Eu-
rope that accompanied the final stages towards the Maastricht treaty signed in 
1992.6

I am increasingly concerned about the malentendus that derive from the 
terminology that we as historians deploy in our writings, or more exactly from 
our facile adoption of terms that are currently fashionable and seem self-expli-
catory but that are too all embracing and hence convey different connotations. 
,Occupation‘ (like my own term, ,conquest‘) now seems to me inadequate as 
a description of the Napoleonic years, because it leaves too much unexplained 
about the immense human and material investment of the Napoleonic adminis-
trators in the pursuit of the chimera of progress, both within the Empire and in 
the satellite states. Conscription, financial exactions and protection of French 
industries were certainly the remuneration for the military conquest and can 
legitimately be described as a ,spoils system‘. But they are very distant from 
the restoration of order and security, the practices and even more the aspira-
tions of the administrators to function as a dynamo that would accelerate the 
progress of backward civil societies, the systematic collection of statistics, the 
active support for ,useful‘ scientific research, agronomic and technological im-
provements, the botanic gardens, the restructuring of university education, the 
planting of trees along the main recruitment routes, the grandiose plans and 
interventions in urban centres, and so on. No doubt this can all be downplayed 
as mere window dressing for short term utilitarian aims to the benefit of France 
and the glory of Napoleon, little different from Denan’s pillage of art treasures 
for the Louvre. The rhetoric of language and pomp of ceremonies has always 
existed: today we are subjected to the rhetorical torrent of repetitive affirma-
tions about the triumph of the free market and the television portrayal of the 
conferences and reunions of the great and powerful at Bruxelles, Davos, G8 
meetings and elsewhere. ,Expansion‘, ,occupation‘ and ,conquest‘ are all terms 

 5 Id., Europe and the nation state, European University Institute 1991, Working Paper HEC 
No. 91/111; id., Europa, una sola storia, un’unica identità?, in: F. Cerutt i  (ed.), Identità e 
Politica, Roma-Bari 1996, pp. 213–236.

 6 That said, perhaps I should add, to avoid further misunderstandings, that – unlike the majority 
of my compatriots – I am in favour of a united Europe, while unconvinced of the methods 
chosen to achieve it.
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that pass over and ignore the deeply held ideological convictions (what used to 
be called the superstructure) regarding civilization, the guiding role of the state, 
the sense of the uniqueness of the historical moment that motivated the com-
mitment of the Napoleonic ruling class; and not just of Frenchmen. In most of 
the occupied states there was collaboration not only from leading intellectuals 
who saw French rule as completing the work of the enlightenment despots, but 
also of former radicals, democrats and jacobins, notwithstanding their reserva-
tions about the transformation of republics into kingdoms and an empire, and 
the increasing conservatism of Napoleon.

,Integration‘ as a term equally requires clarification. It is evident that the 
politics of expansion of Napoleonic France cannot be understood in terms of 
the realities and methods or even of the hopes and ideals of the European Uni-
on. It is also very clear that the timespan of the Napoleonic years was far too 
short to allow meaningful comparisons with classic European empires, in the 
way that one can discuss, for example, the role and function of India in the 
British empire compared with those of Algeria and Indonesia in the French. 
Paul Schroeder argues that Napoleonic integration was inconceivable in the 
context of the system of international relations in Europe; and, given the Bri-
tish domination of the seas, the same can be said of economic integration.7 
Nevertheless, the entire experience of Napoleonic rule in the conquered ter-
ritories and, to a lesser degree, in the allied states (for example, Bavaria) can 
be read as an immensely powerful experiment in integration, in the sense of a 
model of government and administration, an updated and far more powerful 
version of the mainstream ideals of Enlightenment writers and the practical 
reforms of some Enlightenment rulers and administrators. Despite its brevity, 
Napoleonic expansion effectively reshaped the pre-existing configuration of 
Continental Europe. I would add that, although in every sense it would be 
false to suggest parallels between the Napoleonic years and the Nazi occupa-
tion of Europe, we should bear in mind what Alan Milward illustrated many 
years ago, namely that the Nazis had a clear concept of economic integration in 
the second world war, which they exercised, in terrifying manner, over a very 
short period of time.8 In my opinion, the issue of imperial integration is not 
merely a question of the length or brevity of the period. Over time, building 
on experience, Britain and France created specialized colonial services to rule 
their non-European peoples and territories, precisely because integration was 
never on the agenda. It is inconceivable (to me, at least) that anything similar 

 7 P. W. Schroeder, The Transformation of European Politics, 1763–1848, Oxford 1994; 
S. Woolf , L’impact de l’occupation française sur l’économie italienne (1796–1815), in: Revue 
Economique 40 (1989), pp. 1097–1117.

 8 A. S. Milward, The German Economy at War. The New Order and the French Economy, 
Oxford 1970; id., The Fascist Economy in Norway, Oxford 1972.
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could have developed in the Napoleonic empire, because of the conviction that 
Europeans shared a common civilization. This was the premise for future in-
tegration in the image of France; at most a handful of specialists acquired the 
skills to be sent around Europe to prepare newly conquered territories for an-
nexation. ,Cultural imperialism‘ and ,colonies‘ (or ,colonial‘) are other terms 
that require careful specification, as otherwise they become too generic, out of 
time and place. In my Past and Present article I wrote of ,cultural imperialism‘ 
with reference to the generalized belief among European elites in the superior-
ity of their civilization in the history of humanity. Edward Said, in his rightly 
influential book Orientalism, based his argument of western cultural imperial-
ism on the literary representations that accompanied and nourished political 
domination; central to his thesis is the considerable time span before it became, 
so to say, ,internalized‘, expressing not only the long held assumptions of Eu-
ropeans, but penetrating the mentality of the elites of the colonies they ruled. 
Cultural imperialism fails to explain much if it is deployed as an explanation 
per se: it needs to be specified in its constituent elements if it is to be useful as 
an analytical historical concept. For me, it signifies far more than attitudes of 
mental and social superiority. It requires a longue durée, not least because it 
includes the subsequent inheritance of the imperial experience: those specific 
elements within the nebulus of imperial rule that have remained (in India, for 
example, English language, parliament and the army), but have been transmut-
ed in the ways they are understood by those at whom they were directed; at the 
end of the day of imperial rule, they result in legacies intrinsically different in 
meaning and usage from those propagated by the former dominant rulers. This 
seems to me an analytically useful way (not necessarily the only one) to think 
about cultural imperialism.

In any discussion of the years of Napoleonic expansion it seems to me es-
sential, for clarity of discussion, to distinguish between three different terri-
torial categories: the French empire, including the Départements réunis; the 
Bonapartist states, in good part created ex novo by Napoleon, such as the 
kingdoms of Italy and Westphalia, but also Naples, Holland and Berg; and 
the allied states, such as Bavaria or Württemberg. As the empire expanded, 
with the transition from military rule to civilian administration in the Dépar-
tements réunis, there was a more or less automatic application by the prefects 
of the then existing legal, fiscal, administrative, and economic measures and 
techniques. Although officially and in general there was no distinction between 
the Départements of the empire in the orders that were despatched from Paris 
and the ways the Départements réunis were treated, in practice this was not 
always the case. There was, necessarily, an initial period in which to introduce 
the new system, if nothing else for linguistic reasons (for translation of laws 
and codes, for selection of administrators, magistrates, etc.) and in order to 
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identify and recruit the appropriate personnel: but in sensitive areas, particu-
larly relating to the economy, the Départements of ancienne France were more 
equal than others (for example, to uphold Lyon’s role in silk production). In 
theory, and certainly in intention, the emperor and Paris insisted that the rul-
ers of the Bonaparte family states apply the same or similar measures, at most 
with minimal modifications, as well as financial and military tribute and jobs 
for French place-seekers. In practice, the timing and degree of interpretation of 
the application of imperial laws, codes and measures were far greater; and the 
distance from Paris and distractions of war were undoubtedly significant, as is 
evidenced by Napoleon’s removal of Louis from the throne of Holland com-
pared to Murat’s resistance in Naples. The third category of the allied states of 
France was obviously where there was the greatest degree of autonomy, where 
rulers and ministers were subjected to pressure but ultimately could choose to 
adopt, modify or reject the French model. The most clamorous example is the 
resistance to the introduction of the Civil Code in German states, so effectively 
studied by Elisabeth Fehrenbach.9 

My second comment relates to resistance to French rule. There has been 
much valuable research in recent years on popular resistance. The range of pos-
sibilities of successful constraints of geography and physical environment are 
now clear – Spain and Calabria, for example, in contrast to Holland or Lom-
bardy –, as is the importance of the nearby presence of British military or naval 
forces (or their absence). But I would also distinguish between the different 
phases of French presence, by which I mean resistance at the time of the initial 
installation of the French, resistance subsequently, and in the final phase after 
the Russian debacle. Michael Broers has stressed the importance of the gendar-
merie in bringing the presence of the state into the countryside; Alan Forrest 
and others have put forward strong evidence about the impact of conscription 
and desertion on brigandage and resistance; Charles Esdaile, Anna Maria Rao 
and John Davis have insisted on the fundamentally local contexts of resistance, 
respectively in Spain and Italy, rejecting the venerable historiographical myth 
of wars of national independence; I have argued about the exceptionality of 
resistance at the moment that Napoleonic rule collapsed. The memory of the 
anti-French risings in 1799 was an important factor in the concern of the elites 
to ensure a tranquil end to Napoleonic rule.10

 9 E. Fehrenbach, Der Kampf um die Einführung des Code Napoléon in den Rheinbundstaa-
ten, Wiesbaden 1973; id., Traditionale Gesellschaft und revolutionäres Recht. Die Einführung 
des Code Napoléon in den Rheinbundstaaten, Göttingen 1974.

 10 M. Broers , Policing the Empire: Napoleon and the pacification of Europe, in: Dwyer (ed.), 
Napoleon (see note 3), pp. 153–168; A. Forrest , Conscripts and Deserters. The Army and 
French Society during the Revolution and Empire, New York 1989; C. J. Esdai le  (ed.), Popu-
lar Resistance in the French Wars. Patriots, Partisans and Land Pirates, Houndmills-New York 
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Much depends on the archival sources that we privilege. It is evident that if 
the sources are primarily police and military they will provide a different read-
ing of the French period than the series generated by the civilian authorities. 
Equally important, familiarity with the sources of the state or region under 
study over a longer period – both before and after the Napoleonic episode 
– changes the perspective precisely because it shifts the focus away from the 
exceptionality of these years, permitting analyses of social structures and rela-
tions that have little sense in the short period; John Davis’ long awaited book 
on the kingdom of Naples proves the point. Indeed, what seems to me to re-
main for the most part unexplored in research on the Napoleonic period is the 
interrelationship between the Napoleonic dichotomic vision of social struc-
ture – property-owning notables and the anonymous people – and the social 
consequences that resulted from the radical reforms of these years: from the 
economic collapse of the Venetian aristocracy to the emergence of new no-
tables – army suppliers, purchasers of national properties, Jewish merchants, 
Neapolitan magistrates – or, at the other extreme of the social structure, the 
impact on labouring families of the destruction of the guilds, local confraterni-
ties and charities, or the sale of commonlands on the urban poor and peasantry. 
I suspect that the segmentation of the periods of research is responsible for 
this, in the sense that the Napoleonic period is considered by researchers as 
connected with the Revolutionary years, but remains isolated from the Ancien 
Régime and the Restoration. Research on social structures and change requires 
a longer period than that of Napoleon. I would add that, whether or not Napo-
leonic expansion is described as occupation or integration, an integral aspect of 
its study must surely be, at the very least, its consequences on the development 
of European states and societies, at least in the medium term until the revolu-
tions of 1848.11

2005; A. M. Rao (a cura di), Le insorgenze popolari nell’Italia giacobina e napoleonica, Napoli 
1799; J. A. Davis , Naples and Napoleon. Southern Italy and the European Revolution (1780–
1860), Oxford 2006; I. Woloch, Napoleonic conscription: state power and civil society, in: Past 
and Present 111 (1986), pp. 101–129; A. Grab, Army, state and society: conscription and desertion 
in Napoleonic Italy, 1802–1814, in: Journal of Modern History 67 (1995), pp. 25–54; S. Woolf , 
L’Italie en 1814, in: Y.-M. Bercé (ed.), La fin de l’Europe napoléonienne. 1814. La vacance du 
pouvoir, Paris 1990, pp. 235–242.

 11 D. Laven/L. Rial l  (eds.), Napoleon’s Legacy. Problems of Government in Restoration Eu-
rope, Oxford-New York 2000.




