
Study Guide: Maximilien Robespierre and the
Revolutionary Reign of Terror
Maximilien Robespierre, the enigmatic figure of the French Revolution,
remains a subject of fascination and controversy. His radical ideas and the
Reign of Terror he presided over have left an indelible mark on history. This
study guide delves into Robespierre's life, beliefs, and the complex
historical context that shaped his actions, providing a comprehensive
understanding of his controversial legacy.
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Who was Maximilien Robespierre?

Maximilien Marie Isidore de Robespierre was born in Arras, France, on May
6, 1758. A gifted student and orator, he became a prominent lawyer before
embracing the revolutionary cause. Elected to the National Assembly in
1789, Robespierre emerged as a leading figure in the Jacobin club,
advocating for radical reforms and the establishment of a republic.

The Revolutionary Context
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Robespierre's ideas were forged in the crucible of the French Revolution.
The ancien régime, with its oppressive class system and absolute
monarchy, had collapsed. The people clamored for liberty, equality, and
fraternity, but their aspirations faced resistance from both within and
outside France.

The Reign of Terror, which lasted from September 1793 to July 1794, was a
period of intense political violence. Robespierre, then Chairman of the
Committee of Public Safety, played a central role in this campaign of
repression. The goal, according to Robespierre, was to purge France of its
enemies and create a "virtuous republic."

The Virtue of Terror

Robespierre believed that a revolution could not be accomplished without
the use of terror. In his view, terror was a necessary evil, employed to
swiftly and effectively eliminate those who opposed the Revolution's
principles. Robespierre's concept of "virtue" encompassed not only
personal morality but also unwavering commitment to the Revolution. He
saw himself as an incorruptible guardian of the people, determined to
stamp out corruption and treason.

The Legacy of Robespierre

Robespierre's Reign of Terror was a bloody chapter in French history.
Thousands of people, including innocent civilians, were unjustly executed.
The relentless pursuit of "enemies of the Revolution" created an
atmosphere of fear and paranoia that ultimately turned against Robespierre
himself.



On July 27, 1794 (9 Thermidor in the Revolutionary calendar),Robespierre
was overthrown and arrested by his former allies. The following day, he
was guillotined along with his followers.

Robespierre's legacy remains fiercely debated. Some historians view him
as a well-intentioned idealist who was corrupted by power, while others
condemn him as a ruthless tyrant responsible for the deaths of thousands.
However, his role in the French Revolution cannot be denied, and his ideas
continue to resonate with those who believe in the transformative power of
radicalism.

Study Guide Questions

1. What were the main ideas that shaped Maximilien Robespierre's political
philosophy? 2. Explain the historical context that led to the Reign of Terror.
3. How did Robespierre justify the use of terror as a political tool? 4. What
were some of the most significant consequences of the Reign of Terror? 5.
How does Robespierre's legacy continue to be debated today?

Additional Resources

* [The French Revolution: A Study in Democracy]
(https://www.gutenberg.org/files/11238/11238-h/11238-h.htm) by Thomas
Carlyle * [Robespierre: A Revolutionary Life]
(https://www.amazon.com/Robespierre-Revolutionary-Life-Colin-
Lucas/dp/0415234469) by Colin Lucas * [The Cambridge History of the
French Revolution](https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/cambridge-
history-of-the-french-revolution/5A9DB460418484C5959508718884C647)
edited by William Doyle



Maximilien Robespierre's life and legacy invite contemplation on the nature
of revolution, the limits of political power, and the fragile balance between
liberty and tyranny. His ideas and actions continue to challenge our
understanding of history and raise questions about the morality of political
violence. Through this study guide, we have explored the complexities of
Robespierre's character and the lasting impact of his revolutionary zeal.
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Opportunity Hoarding and Segregation in the
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In an age marked by profound inequality, the concepts of opportunity
hoarding and segregation have emerged as pressing concerns. These
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