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Introduction 

 When starting this essay, I was struck with the challenge of narrowing down my disparate 

areas of interest into one topic. Based on my previous knowledge and experience, but especially 

focusing on aspects of the History and English classes that I have, I knew I wanted to address 

something relating to Britain’s long history. In particular, around the time I was beginning my 

research the topic of Britain’s exit from the European Union was featured often on the news and 

in discussions and, as such, my attention was drawn towards Britain’s relations with their 

European neighbors. Logically, my research narrowed down to the Napoleonic Wars, and 

Britain’s role that continually evolved throughout the conflict. I asked the question, “To what 

extent did Great Britain’s defeat of Napoleon influence his subsequent invasion of Russia in 

1812?”. In the context of that period of warfare, this was one of the defining relationships that 

changed the dynamic of Europe. Today, this is relevant due the British image of importance on 

the continent, above and beyond what is accorded to the other nations of Europe. Additionally, 

the historic Russian fear of invasion from the West - emphasized by German invasions in 1914 

and 1941 - that forms the backbone to their foreign policy to this day was inspired by Napoleon’s 

campaign. This topic is worthy of investigation as it touches upon a breadth of economic, social 

and military reasoning. On top of this, the topic creates an opportunity to bring in important 

primary sources from two hundred years ago. My thesis is that Britain’s defeat of Napoleon 

across different theatres of the Napoleonic Wars was a major contributing factor in Napoleon’s 

subsequent invasion of Russia, but was not the sole reason for it. To conduct this investigation, I 

aim to address such reasons as can be alluded to by historical documents from the time period, 

supplemented by analysis from the modern era that can include historical perspective. 
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Historical Background 

 There are various historical debates over what exactly constitutes the “Napoleonic Wars”. 

Some sources identify this as the whole period spanning the French Revolution and the conflicts 

that followed it. Others prefer to define it as the wars that took place while Napoleon was, at 

first, First Consul of the Republic, and secondly, Emperor of France. Still others choose to only 

apply the term “Napoleonic Wars” in a more colloquial setting, and instead focus on the 

individual campaigns undertaken by France and her allies. For this study, Napoleonic Wars will 

be used to identify the wars waged while Napoleon was leader of France. Of course, 

specifications will be made to identify campaigns, but this is a general definition. Concurrently 

to this definition, it is important to note, when studying this time period, that there was no fixed 

and stable opposition to Napoleon within Europe - indeed this was one explanation for his 

success. Even the nation of Britain was not always stable - it did leave and re-enter wars against 

Napoleon at different times and for different reasons. This essay, however, focuses on how 

Britain repeatedly defied Napoleon and the influence that this had on his later campaigns - 

specifically in Russia. As such, it will focus on three specific instances of this conflict, and the 

British victory. While there are undoubtedly more, albeit smaller, examples that could be drawn 

upon, these three are the absolute essentials.  

The first of these battles is the famed Battle of Trafalgar. This battle took place on the 

21st of October, 1805 - towards the closing stages of the War of the Third Coalition (PBS). This 

war had pitted the allied forces of the Holy Roman Empire, Russia and Britain against the newly 

formed Empire of France. While the war ultimately resulted in a crushing French victory, this 

battle represented a crucial victory for Britain in particular. The battle was conducted off of the 

coast of Spain, near the port of Cadiz. The combined Franco-Spanish fleet (the Allies, in this 
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instance), was sailing out of the harbor, when they were met by the British fleet led by Horatio 

Nelson - who used the positioning of his fleet to divide the Allied fleet in two and destroy both 

halves (Hattendorf). The result was resounding, although not the complete victory of legend. 

Seventeen Allied ships were captured, and four were left destroyed. The Spanish, and what 

remained of the French, fleets were dealt a blow from which they would never recover. More 

important than the loss of battleships was the lost of many members of the high command, 

leaving ships in the hands of inexperience captains and admirals for the remainder of the war. 

The battle in itself was not the defining victory that ‘saved Britain’, but rather the culmination of 

years of keeping the French fleet at sea and unsettled. It was the most notable example of this 

tactic. It affected both the French operational abilities, and their morale - topics that will be 

addressed later in the essay. 

 The second example of British defiance and victory again comes from the southern 

Mediterranean, but in the form of a direct land campaign. This campaign took place in Sicily in 

1806, and was epitomized by the Battle of Maida. This campaign was fought as part of the War 

of the Third Coalition, the same conflict that encompassed the Battle of Trafalgar. In this, the 

British, the Russians, and, eventually, the Austrians fought against the advancing armies of the 

French. The British, defending Italy, retreated to defend Sicily rather than risking a full on 

defeat. Importantly, however, they did not surrender, and they did not abandon Italy. As such, in 

July 1806, the British army was able to invade southern Italy and strike a crushing blow over the 

French. Despite a relative lack of experience, Major-General John Stuart was able to defeat a 

French force that was also much larger than his own (Weapons and Warfare). While this battle, 

and the subsequent campaign, did not succeed in driving the French out of Italy, it struck an 

important blow for the waning Third Coalition. The British had shown that the “invincible” 
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French armies were not, in fact, invincible, but rather human and fallible. The morale blow that 

this struck would be an influential factor in the turning tide of the war. French victories were 

due, in a large part, due to their superior morale, and their belief that they were the soldiers of the 

revolution, destined for victory (Weapons and Warfare). To have this proven wrong in a small 

corner of their Empire was a major blow. 

 Here, it is important to note that not all of the British victories were accomplished 

through military action. A large, and often overlooked, part of the Napoleonic Wars was the 

employment of economic warfare by both sides. France attempted to implement the Continental 

System, to stop the nations of Europe trading with Britain, while on the other side, Britain 

implemented a naval blockade of any ports offering support to France. The Continental System 

can be defined as the earliest example of formal economic warfare - where the French ordered 

their allies and satellite states to close their ports to British shipping (Ellis). In extreme cases, the 

French even invaded countries (such as Portugal) to enforce compliance with this system. These 

competing alliances and methods of conducting business fought for well over a decade, and 

instigated many different conflicts in themselves. The epitome of these conflicts, and the one that 

is essential to this essay, is the so-called ‘Peninsular War’, fought in Spain between the Spanish 

government and France on one side, and the British, the Portuguese, and the Spanish people on 

the other. Originally claiming to be liberators, France had invaded its ally Spain in 1808 with 

over 100,000 men (PBS). These armies were directed against Portugal after that nation refused to 

close its ports to British ships - in violation of the Continental system. Britain sent forces in 

support of Portugal, and a lengthy war broke out. Complicating things for the French was the fact 

that the Spanish were utterly opposed to them, and therefore de facto supported the British. Since 

they had the support of the local population, the British were able to wage a guerrilla war over a 
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period of almost 7 years (PBS). During this time, they sucked in more and more French troops, 

while depriving these troops of a single decisive victory. Both as an example of the failure of 

French economic warfare, and as an example of the failure of the French military, the Peninsular 

War is an essential resource. 

 Despite setbacks, by 1812 Napoleon was in effective control of large swathes of Europe. 

Only Britain remained defiant. Napoleon here made the fateful decision to invade Russia with 

one of the largest invasion forces seen in the history of the world to that time - the Grand Armee. 

As Adolf Hitler would find almost a hundred and fifty years later, the Russian people are harsh, 

but their winters are harsher. Napoleon, almost immediately in fact, defeated the actual Russian 

forces that faced him. His armies proceeded across European Russia, and ended up taking 

Moscow. This city was empty of government however, and the Russians continued to prosecute 

the war from beyond the Urals. With stretched supply lines, and dealing with resistant peasant 

populations, as well as the scorched earth (i.e. burning land and produce so it does not fall into 

the hands of the enemy) tactics of the Russian army, Napoleon was forced to retreat. Winter took 

its toll on the poorly equipped French troops, and the army that limped back to friendly territory 

the next year was but a shade of its former glory. This was the beginning of the end for 

Napoleon, and for the European Empire of France. It’s motivations, however, were extremely 

complex.  

 

Contemporary Opinions 

 The above gives the historical context for the question that will be addressed, but it does 

not go into depth about how these events impacted Napoleon’s decision making. While, to some 

extent, the motivation of a general from over 150 years ago will always be a mystery, there are 
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certain pieces of evidence that can be used to ascertain the truth. Two important resources to 

address this come in the form of memoirs. The Memoirs of Napoleon Bonaparte, written by 

Louis Antoine Fauvelet de Bourrienne, is the first of these sources.  

 Bourienne met Napoleon when the two were at school together in Paris, and became 

friends. This friendship was renewed after the French Revolution, as Bourienne was a diplomat, 

and Napoleon required his skills to maneuver his way to power. This mutual alignment of skills 

evolved into a more permanent arrangement, with the appointment of Bourienne as Napoleon’s 

Personal Secretary. It is in this capacity that Bourienne was able to observe Napoleon at close 

quarters, and record notes on his behaviors and motivations. It is this intimate access that makes 

this source so valuable. However, there are major limitations to relying on this source fully. 

Bourienne was pushed out of government by Napoleon around the year 1807, and spent his time 

flouting the Continental System and making himself rich - until he returned to politics under 

King Louis XVIII. His rejection by Napoleon, on top of his switch to monarchism, means that he 

has major bias against the French Emperor. This bias has been pointed out by Bonapartists for 

centuries when reading his memoirs. Nevertheless, the writings contain enough truth to be 

useful. 

 To counterbalance a potentially negative view of Napoleon, the second source becomes 

clear. Entitled The Memorial of Saint Helena, and written by Emmanuel - the Count de Cases, it 

is a record of numerous conversations the Count had with Napoleon while he was imprisoned on 

the island of St Helena (De Cases). In itself, this imprisonment was a dramatic event: following 

Napoleon’s return to power and subsequent defeat at Waterloo he was sent, by the British, to this 

remote island in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. While Emmanuel ensured that the book was 

not a dictation, by writing complete and original stories, the text contains as close as possible to a 
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record of Napoleon’s own views. In this sense it is extremely valuable to a writer on the subject. 

It also features biases - namely the overt self-promoter, Napoleon, is telling stories about himself 

- but it remains an important primary source of the time. Both sources show that Napoleon’s 

motivation for waging war was rooted in the British victories, but do so in different ways. 

 The animosity between the British and the French for the specific conflict in question, the 

War of the Third Coalition, stemmed in much from disputes over the island of Malta 

(Bourienne). In the face of the insatiable desire of the French for territorial advancement, “The 

other States of Europe had only to choose one of two things—submission or war” (Bourienne). 

In Bourienne’s own recollection from an interview with Napoleon, the then Emperor harbored 

great designs for Italy, saying: 

I will begin by making her French. All these little States will insensibly become 

accustomed to the same laws, and when manners shall be assimilated and enmities 

extinguished, then there will be an Italy, and I will give her independence.  

(Bourienne) 

 This statement, made in private to a man he regarded as a close friend, can be said to 

disclose Napoleon’s true ambitions regarding the peninsular. He viewed himself in terms of a 

grand liberator, placing the Italians under French rule only in order to then let them have their 

independence and blossom into a great nation. This passage, as epitomized by this quote, shows 

how essential Italy was to Napoleon’s desires. It is logical to conclude that the failure to secure 

Italy would be a major blow to his ambition. As shown in the historical background section, 

however, he did not secure Italy at all. In a major part due to the British success at the Battle of 

Maida, Napoleon faced guerilla campaigns and peasant revolts against the imposition of French 

rule in Southern Italy especially. 
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 Quite apart from the geo-political ramifications of a British victory in Italy, there 

remained the question of morale. “Fortune everywhere favoured the French army” (Bourienne) 

during the War of the Third Coalition. The French legions marched across Europe destroying 

everything in their path - Austrian, Russian and then Prussian armies all fell to Napoleon. In 

addition to these major victories, he had also defeated the smaller nations of Italy and indeed the 

Kingdom of Naples. The Battle of Maida proved, for the first time, that Napoleon’s army could 

be beaten. The morale boost that this provide for both the British and Italian forces was 

monumental. 

 However, this was not even the most obvious example of a morale changing battle. The 

Battle of Trafalgar, taking place prior to Maida, was a key event that changed the whole 

psychology of the war. The Battle of Trafalgar is often credited with being the single event that 

stopped the French invasion of Britain but in reality, Napoleon had abandoned all plans of 

invading England before the Battle had ever taken place (Bourienne). The events of the War of 

the Third Coalition meant that he could no longer prosecute his grand ambition of conquering the 

British Isles. In particular, as the ‘Grand Alliance’ of Russia and Austria advanced towards 

France, Napoleon had to rush forces - both land-based and naval - to combat this threat. Even 

after the events of that campaign, and the destruction of his enemies at the battles of Ulm and 

Austerlitz, he had no motivation to cross the English Channel. At the time of the Battle of 

Trafalgar, the Franco-Spanish fleet was sailing away from Britain. In this regard, the Battle of 

Maida was more significant as an example of British reticence and thwarting of Napoleon’s 

ambitions. 

 The significance of the Battle of Trafalgar was more in the realm of preventing future 

plans by Napoleon. During the battle, as was stated earlier, 20 ships were lost by the alliance, as 
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compared to none by the British (Britannica). This loss was irreplaceable by a French Navy that 

had been on the receiving end of crushing defeats already. Most notably this occurred when 

Horatio Nelson defeated the French invasion fleet at the Battle of the Nile - ending any French 

dreams of conquering Egypt. However, for the Spanish fleet - which was also decimated - the 

more pressing issue was the loss of many experience sailors and almost all officers. This left a 

Spanish fleet, which could have potentially been rebuilt, with no leaders to man the ships. In 

contrast to this, the British now had an intact fleet with an experienced core of leaders. This 

generation of British officers would build an empire, and no French or Spanish navy could match 

them for the rest of the war. Even Bourienne, at this time a staunch proponent of the might of the 

French military stated, “This great battle afforded another proof of our naval inferiority … [The 

French ships] were at length forced to yield to the superior naval tactics of the enemy.”  

 The destruction of any French naval ability meant that for any future plans Napoleon had, 

he would be forced to carry them out solely on land. This became an issue when, following his 

defeat of all the powers on Europe, Napoleon attempted to instigate a form of economic warfare 

known as the Continental System. The Continental System was a system of economic warfare 

where all the nations of Continental Europe would refuse to trade with Britain, at the insistence 

of France (Ellis). Since Britain was an island nation which relied on its exporting ability and 

trade surpluses, this was supposed to cripple the economy and make it impossible for the nation 

to wage any sort of warfare. Napoleon created this system through the issuing of the Berlin 

Decree, on November 21, 1806. The issue with this was without a navy, France had no way to 

actually check that other nations were complying with this decree. Indeed, it could not even 

enforce the system within its own territories, as a thriving smuggling business grew on the coast 

of France that faced Britain. 
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 In addition to the impracticality of this system, if the principles of Adam Smith hold true, 

there was the issue of economics. According to Gregory Mankiw, when countries introduces 

tariffs of any kinds, trade and prosperity decrease (172). This would be exacerbated in system 

like the Continental System. Deprived of the well made British goods that they had become 

accustomed to, the nations of Europe began to sink into economic hardship. The smaller states of 

Germany, without large industrial bases to make up the shortfall were particularly prone to this, 

but it even affected France. The utter failure of the System, which was called “an act of madness 

and tyranny” (Bourienne) was a major factor in a third rejection of France by British forces. 

 The problems created by the Continental System came to a head on the Iberian peninsula 

in 1808. By various intrigues, Napoleon had secured the throne of Spain for his brother Joseph, 

against all the wishes of the Spanish people. From this base, he endeavored to assault Portugal - 

whose ports had steadfastly refused to stop trading with the British. The military campaign that 

followed has been detailed previously, and so will not be addressed here - but it is suffice to say 

that as a result of British involvement, combined with the Spanish Guerrillas and the Portuguese, 

the French were tied down for six years (Ellis). This was a source of great frustration for 

Napoleon and was remarked upon by him during his exile on St Helena, when he said: 

 I am not in the least surprised that such an attempt should have been made in 

Spain. Those very Spaniards who proved themselves my most inveterate enemies when I 

invaded their country, and who acquired the highest glory by the resistance they opposed 

to me. (De Cases 325) 

Even approximately 10 years later, Napoleon was still seething at the intransigence of his 

Spanish opponents. 
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In addition to the personal frustrations of a leader who ran a country according to his 

whims, this resistance showed that an entire nation could resist the Continental System with 

impunity. This fact was not lost on Tsar Alexander of Russia. 

 

Influence on the Invasion of Russia 

 In the previous section, much was made of various ways in which Britain defeated 

Napoleon, on land and on sea, and how, logically, this would lead to Napoleon’s invasion of 

Russia. However, the fact remains that it is not just logically that this makes sense - it is also 

attested to by the historical record, and by historians to this day. 

 To set the scene, in 1811 Russia was in economic hardship. Exports fell by 40 per cent 

from 1806-12, customs revenue also fell from 9 million roubles in 1805 to under 3 million in 

1808, the paper currency halved in value in 1808-11 and prices of coffee and sugar rose by as 

much as five times in 1802-11 (War and Security). Much of these travails were direct 

consequences of Napoleon’s Continental System. Despite their need for a change, Russia could 

not find any allies in Europe and crucially did not instigate any conflict against the French. 

Rather, according to CJ Esdaile, quoted in War and Security: 

 One is left, then, with one explanation, and one explanation alone: frustrated by 

the long war in Spain and Portugal, and the failure of the Continental Blockade to bring 

the British to heel, Napoleon was simply bent on flexing his military muscle and winning 

fresh glory (Esdaile). 

 This opinion is further backed up by evidence from the Count de Cases recordings of his 

conversations with Napoleon while on the island of Saint Helena. When relating his control of 

Europe to the Count, Napoleon describes how he ruled over these ‘inferior monarchs’ (De Cases 
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355). He particularly describes his disdain for Tsar Alexander of Russia’s belief in hereditary 

rule (De Cases 357). However, nowhere in this journal is there ever described any semblance of 

direct provocation by the Russian government. It is logical, and reasonable, to assume that such a 

detailed journal as this would have described in depth any threat made by the Russian Emperor 

or his associates. Evidence by omission is as valuable as a direct quote. Therefore, the only 

conclusion available is that the actions described throughout the course of this essay. 
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Conclusion 

To what extent did Great Britain’s defeat of Napoleon influence his subsequent invasion 

of Russia in 1812? It is clear that Great Britain’s defeat of Napoleon was a major factor in 

Napoleon’s decision to invade Russia. The defeat of Napoleon can be defined through the 

examples of three major battles. The Battle of Maida proved that the French army was not 

invincible by any regard, The Battle of Trafalgar destroyed France’s naval abilities, and the 

Peninsular War emphasized the French inability to control the Continental System, and showed a 

further defeat of their forces. Taking all these into account, it is clear the effect that this had on 

Napoleon’s psyche and logical to conclude that this affected his decision making with regard to 

Russia. However, it is not only logic that is necessary here. The influence of these defeats is clear 

in the Memoir of Saint Helena, written by a close associate of Napoleon and at his bequest. The 

historical record, therefore, further supports this conclusion. However, the British victories were 

not the sole cause. As evidenced earlier, Napoleon was frustrated by Russia due to their own 

intransigence. The historical fact still stands, that Napoleon invaded Russia in 1812 and was 

roundly defeated by both Russian forces, and the weather. For this investigation, primary sources 

from the time were extremely difficult to obtain, but used extensively. Both primary sources 

cited provided valuable insight from insiders, and showed glimpses of Napoleon’s psyche. On 

top of these important pieces, the primary source provide data and facts from the time period. In 

addition to this, secondary sources were used to confirm the facts provided by the primary 

sources. In addition, the secondary sources provided historical context and added weight to the 

conclusions found. For all these reasons, it is clear that Great Britain’s defeat of Napoleon was a 

major factor in his invasion of Russia in 1812. 
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