Frederick Douglass Academy

Global Studies
The French Revolution

Primary Document Analysis

Maximilien Robespierre

Robespierre: On the Justification for the Use of Terror

Maximilien Robespierre (1758​ 1794) was the leader of the twelve ​man Committee of Public Safety elected by the National Convention, and which effectively governed France at the height of the radical phase of the revolution. He had once been a fairly straightforward liberal thinker - reputedly he slept with a copy of Rousseau's Social Contract at his side. But his own purity of belief led him to impatience with others. 

The committee was among the most creative executive bodies ever seen - and rapidly put into effect policies which stabilized the French economy and began the formation of the very successful French army. It also directed it energies against counter-revolutionary uprisings, especially in the south and west of France. In doing so it unleashed the reign of terror. Here Robespierre, in his speech of February 5,1794, from which excerpts are given here, discussed this issue. The figures behind this speech indicate that in the five months from September, 1793, to February 5, 1794, the revolutionary tribunal in Paris convicted and executed 238 men and 31 women and acquitted 190 persons, and that on February 5 there were 5,434 individuals in the prisons in Paris awaiting trial. 

Robespierre was frustrated with the progress of the revolution. After issuing threats to the National Convention, he himself was arrested in July 1794. He tried to shoot himself but missed, and spent his last few hours with his jaw hanging off. He was guillotined, as a victim of the terror, on July 28, 1794.


1. “Now, what is the fundamental principle of the democratic or popular government-that is, the essential spring which makes it move? It is virtue; I am speaking of the public virtue which affected so many prodigies in Greece and Rome and which ought to produce much more surprising ones in republican France; of that virtue which is nothing other than the love of country and of its laws.” 

2. “The love of country necessarily includes the love of equality.” 

3. “When only the government lacks virtue, there remains a resource in the people's virtue; but when the people themselves are corrupted, liberty is already lost.” 

4. “A nation is truly corrupted when, having by degrees lost its character and its liberty, it passes from democracy to aristocracy or to monarchy; that is the decrepitude (decay) and death of the body politic.”

5. “From all of this let us deduce a great truth: the characteristic of popular government is confidence in the people and severity towards itself.” 

6. The whole development of our theory would end here if you had only to pilot the vessel of the Republic through calm waters; but the tempest (storm) roars, and the revolution imposes on you another task. 

7. Without, (Outside of France) all the tyrants encircle you; within, all tyranny's friends conspire; they will conspire until hope is wrested from crime. We must smother the internal and external enemies of the Republic or perish with it; now in this situation, the first maxim (truth) of your policy ought to be to lead the people by reason and the people's enemies by terror. 

8. If the spring of popular government in time of peace is virtue, the springs of popular government in revolution are at once virtue and terror. 

9. Virtue, without which terror is fatal; terror, without which virtue is powerless. 

10. Terror is nothing other than justice, prompt, severe, inflexible; it is therefore an emanation of virtue; it is not so much a special principle as it is a consequence of the general principle of democracy applied to our country's most urgent needs. 

11. The government of the revolution is liberty's despotism against tyranny. 

12. Society owes protection only to peaceable citizens; the only citizens in the Republic are the republicans. 
13. For it, the royalists, the conspirators are only strangers or, rather, enemies. 



Essay #2: Document Analysis/Creative Writing 
Scenario: You have just listened to this speech given by Maximilien Robespierre. You are required by the Committee of Public Safety to prepare a summary of the speech for publication in one of the many pamphlets that are meant to circulate in Paris to get the word out!
Your job is to summarize the main points that Robespierre has made, and to have a persuasive tone so that you can “get the word out.” Remember that you fear, (along with many of your fellow committee members) that there are spies, royalists, and traitors to the revolution both in France and outside of France.

· In five typed paragraphs, provide the most compelling arguments that Robespierre makes justifying the use of terror (violence) to preserve what you all have fought for.

· You audience is your fellow Frenchmen.

· Remember, The Reign of Terror had already begun when this speech was given. Robespierre is appealing to increase and justify the use terror.

· Be creative!

· Be persuasive!  

· Feel free to bring in any historical information you have learned about the Revolution thus far.
· Your tone should be conversational.

· Use adjectives and persuasive language.

· You are selling this idea!

· Quote him, and explain those quotes to your audience.
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