
Maximilien Robespierre 

Early life 

Maximilien François Marie Isidore de Robespierre was born on May 6, 1758, in Arras, France. His mother died 
when he was only six and his father, a lawyer, abandoned the family soon afterward. Robespierre received a 
law degree from the Collège Louis-le-Grand in Paris, France, and practiced law in Arras. He began to assume 
a public role as a voice calling for political change and wrote articles 
detailing his opinions. At age thirty he was elected to the Estates 
General, the French legislature. 

Role in early revolution 

During the first period of the French Revolution (1789–91), in which 
the Estates General became the National Assembly, Robespierre 
made many speeches. His ideas were seen as extreme: his belief in 
civil liberty and equality, his refusal to compromise, and his anger 
toward all authority won him little support in the legislature. He favored 
giving the vote to all men, not just property owners, and he opposed 
slavery in the colonies. Robespierre was more popular at meetings of 
a Paris club called the Jacobins, whose members admired him and 
referred to him as "the Incorruptible" because of his honesty and firm 
sense of right and wrong. 

When Robespierre's term as a legislator ended in September 1791, 
Robespierre remained in Paris, spending time at the Jacobins and 
publishing a weekly political journal. During this period he was a critic of King Louis XVI (1754–1793) and 
those who supported a limited, constitutional monarchy (rule by a single person). Robespierre, deeply 
suspicious of the king, spoke and wrote in opposition to the course of events until August 1792, when the 
monarchy was overthrown and the First French Republic was established. 

Period in power 

A group of representatives was quickly elected to draft a constitution and to govern the country in the 
meantime, and Robespierre was elected to attend. As a spokesman for the Jacobins in the National 
Convention, he was a harsh critic of the king, who was finally placed on trial, convicted, and executed in 
January 1793. In the months that followed Robespierre turned his anger on a group of moderates (those who 
prefer less abrupt change) called the Girondins, leading the effort to have their members removed from the 
convention, arrested, and executed. 

In July 1793 Robespierre was elected to the Committee of Public Safety, which acted to protect the republic 
during the dual problems of foreign war (most of Europe was fighting against the Revolutionary government in 
France) and civil war (which threatened to bring down that government). It executed people who were 
suspected of supporting the king or making plans to take over the government. Thousands were put to death 
with a quick trial or no trial at all. This became known as the Reign of Terror. 

Robespierre faced increased opposition on both sides. Included among these were the Hébertists, a group that 
controlled the Paris city government and was upset with wartime shortages and increased prices, and the 
Indulgents, moderate Jacobins who felt that the Reign of Terror should be relaxed since the war had ended. 
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Robespierre had leaders of both groups rounded up and executed, including Georges Jacques Danton 
(1759–1794), who had once been a close associate of his. Robespierre and his supporters claimed that they 
wanted to create a Republic of Virtue in which citizens would live honest, moral lives and serve the community. 

Downfall and execution 

Opposition to Robespierre continued to grow. More and more of the public, now that the military crisis was 
over, wanted a relaxation, not an increase, of the terror. In July 1794 Robespierre spoke for the need of the 
Committee of Public Safety to continue its activities. His opponents took a stand against him and on July 27 
they voted for his arrest. He and his followers were quickly released, however, and they gathered to plan a 
rising of their own. But the opposition leaders rallied their forces; Robespierre and his supporters were 
captured that night and executed the next day. The period of the Thermidorian Reaction, during which the 
Terror was ended and France returned to a more moderate government, began with the deaths of Robespierre 
and his supporters. 
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Maximilien Robespierre 
 
Revolutionary or Madman? 

In April 1789, Robespierre was elected president of the powerful Jacobin political faction. A year later, he 
participated in writing the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen, the foundation of the French 
constitution. When the people of Paris rose up against King Louis XVI in August 1792, Robespierre was 
elected to head the Paris delegation to the new National Convention. In December of that year, he successfully 
argued for the execution of the king and continued to encourage the crowds to rise up against the aristocracy. 

On July 27, 1793, Maximilien Robespierre was elected to the Committee of Public Safety, formed to oversee 
the government with virtual dictatorial control. Faced with pressures both from the outside and from within, the 
Revolutionary government instituted the Reign of Terror in September. In the next 11 months, 300,000 
suspected enemies of the Revolution were arrested and more than 17,000 were executed, most by guillotine. 
In the orgy of bloodshed, Robespierre was able to eliminate many of his political opponents. 

Seemingly intoxicated with the power over life and death, Robespierre called for more purges and executions. 
By the summer of 1794, many in the Revolutionary government began to question his motives, as the country 
was no longer threatened by outside enemies. An awkward coalition of moderates and revolutionaries formed 
to oppose Robespierre and his followers. 

On July 27, 1794, Robespierre and many of his allies were arrested and taken to prison. He was able to 
escape with the aid of a sympathetic jailer and hid in the Hôtel de Ville (City Hall) in Paris. When he received 
word that the National Convention had declared him an outlaw, he tried to commit suicide, but succeeded only 
in wounding his jaw. Shortly after, troops from the National Convention stormed the building and seized and 
arrested Robespierre and his followers. The next day, he and 21 of his allies were executed at the guillotine. 

Ironic Aftermath 

After the coup, the Committee of Public Safety lost its credibility and the French Revolution became distinctly 
less radical. France saw the return of bourgeois values, corruption and further military failure. In 1799, a 
military coup led by Napoleon Bonaparte overthrew the Directory and established him as first consul, with 
dictatorial powers. In 1804, Napoleon proclaimed himself emperor of France. 

 


