History


Strategy, logistics, tactics or leadership, which factor was the most important as a turning point in Napoleons fortunes?

Napoleon Bonaparte revolutionised warfare; his success at the siege of Toulon and triumph in Italy 1796 helped to establish him as arguably one of the greatest military minds in the history. However, just nine years after success at Austerlitz 1805, Napoleon’s weaknesses and limitations as a military commander became more evident – with the debate still wide open to Historians examining at which point it was that Napoleon began to decline.

Evidence from Spain 1808 – 1814, suggests that Napoleons tactics were the cause of his downfall. Indeed, Napoleon himself referred to it as his ‘Spanish Ulcer’ – a battle of which he was unable to solve. Spanish guerrillas benefited from the remote and mountainous terrain, while Napoleons previously successful column attack contrasted greatly with the fine ‘skill at arms’ of the British army. Furthermore, while the British put emphasis on firepower, the French still based their attack upon the psychological effect of advancing blocks of men. The failure of Napoleon’s tactics lead to the loss of 100 men a day at the hands of the guerrillas thus leaving French troops demoralized. The war proved to be both a drain of resources and manpower, which one may use as evidence supporting that it was tactical failures that proved disastrous for Napoleon.

Nonetheless, this argument proves unconvincing. We cannot blame tactics alone for Napoleons embarrassing retreat from Russia in 1812. Napoleon adopted the strategy of ‘living off the land’, yet the poor road network and agricultural base was inadequate to supply his army of 600,000 men and 50,000 horses. The weather was an additional factor resulting in his defeat; temperatures so cold, forced men - starving from the lack of food – to lie down and die from their exhaustion. The sheer size of his troops meant that Napoleon was unable to rely upon his strategy of ‘rapid manoeuvre’; furthermore, as the ice thawed out, he found streams, which were once easy to cross, became obstacles. The faulty logistics and poor strategy adopted meant the battle of Borodino was not the decisive victory Napoleon had hoped for. Moscow was set ablaze and deprived of shelter, French troops were forced to retreat.

However, the argument that faulty logistics were to blame for Napoleons downfall is debateable. Napoleons weakness at Waterloo, 1815, was the adoption of the same strategies that he had been manipulating since 1796. Wellington already understood the methods Napoleon would use to ensure a short and decisive battle and formulated a way to combat them.

Therefore, while Napoleon’s strategy of ‘central position’ appeared effective, in reality the Prussians continued to support the Anglo-Dutch army. Moreover, Wellington’s placement of men on reverse slopes and linear tactics at Waterloo meant the Napoleon was unable to break defences.

Yet, he was a great military leader; he inspired troops by his physical courage and the common touch, with the corps d’armée allowing him the flexibility he needed for victory, but, his faith in his abilities lead him to become disillusioned. Leading his troops into an ideological war in Spain was a mistake as the French, championing themselves on patriotism, became involved in a patriotic war in Spain against them.

Furthermore, his decision to expand his prized Imperial Guard drained and weakened the quality of his front line. He was uneconomical with lives too and consequently, Napoleon was unable to exploit the capture of La Hovré Saint, which was instrumental to his defeat at Waterloo.

Despite his final defeat being in Waterloo, the greatest example of his flawed leadership was in Russia - poor discipline and Russia’s adoption of a ‘scorched earth policy’ meant soldiers ventured further away from their troops in search of food, commanders lost control and Napoleons abandonment of his troops to restore order in Paris meant to his army became fugitives. This was not the first time Napoleon has abandoned his troops – when unable to defeat the Royal Navy in Egypt 1798, Napoleon left for Paris.

Some may choose the strategic failures of Waterloo as the most convincing evidence for turning points in Napoleons career. Alternatively, tactical mistakes demonstrated at Spain or the logistical problems of Napoleons invasion of Russia, both demonstrate deterioration of Napoleonic influence. However, it Napoleons leadership qualities and decisions that have had a dominating influence on the outcome of these events. 

He abandoned troops in Egypt to gain power by coup d’etât, invaded Spain to enforce a Napoleonic regime and after resuming power following his exile in Elba, he once more began to plan his next battles to satisfy his ambitions.

Logistically, Napoleons invasion of Russia was not viable, nevertheless, it was once again Napoleon’s leadership which distinguished a turning point in his fortunes. Indeed, he does deserve his great reputation as a military commander, however these successes led the ‘little corporal’ to develop an ‘insatiable lust for power’ that lead him to become deluded by his own self-belief, decrease the effectiveness of his leadership and ultimately lead to his own downfall.
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