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About the book

In "Robespierre", Peter McPhee delves into the complex life of one of the

most controversial figures of the French Revolution, illuminating

Maximilien Robespierre's evolution from a principled advocate for liberty

and equality to a symbol of fear and tyranny. Through a meticulous

examination of Robespierre’s political philosophies, formative experiences,

and the chaotic sociopolitical landscape of 18th-century France, McPhee

challenges readers to reconsider the dichotomy of hero and villain as he

uncovers the layers of morality, ideology, and ambition that shaped

Robespierre's legacy. By navigating the turbulent waters of revolutionary

fervor, McPhee invites us to reflect on the enduring questions of power,

justice, and the human condition, making this biography not just a historical

account, but a resonant exploration of how ideals can transform into

instruments of oppression.
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About the author

Peter McPhee is a distinguished historian and scholar, renowned for his

profound insights into the French Revolution and its principal figures. With

a career spanning several decades, he has dedicated himself to exploring the

socio-political landscape of revolutionary France, offering meticulous

analyses and interpretations that shed light on the era's complexities.

McPhee's academic contributions extend beyond his published works; he has

played a pivotal role in shaping historical discourse through his teaching and

engagement with broader audiences. His expertise is epitomized in his

biography, "Robespierre," where he delves into the life and legacy of one of

the Revolution's most controversial leaders, presenting a nuanced portrayal

that balances historical rigor with accessibility.
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Chapter 1 Summary: A ‘Serious grown-up, hardworking’
Little Boy

Chapter 1 Summary: The Early Life of Maximilien Robespierre

 (1758–1769)

Arras, a modest French provincial town in the 18th century, was marked by

its quaint neighborhoods and bustling market life, playing host to both the

wealthy and the impoverished. In 1758, amidst this dynamic backdrop,

Maximilien-Marie-Isidore Derobespierre, later known as Maximilien

Robespierre, was born to François Derobespierre, a lawyer, and Jacqueline

Carraut, the daughter of a brewer. Their marriage was scandalous, as

Jacqueline was already five months pregnant at the time, a situation that

strained familial ties.

François came from a prominent family entrenched in the legal profession in

Artois, although his marriage to Jacqueline, from a less distinguished

background, stirred social disquiet. Despite this turmoil, they had four

children, but tragedy struck in 1764 when Jacqueline died shortly after

giving birth to their fifth child. François, unable or unwilling to care for their

surviving children, drifted away, leading Maximilien and his siblings to be

raised separately by relatives.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


While François’ professional instability contributed to a sense of familial

fragmentation, the Robespierre children found a semblance of care and

stability with their aunts and grandparents. Maximilien, the eldest, grew up

in a milieu of hard work and religious piety amidst the noise and activity of

Arras, marred by both construction and poverty. Smallpox left him with a

pockmarked face, marking one of the first adversities he faced.

Throughout his childhood, Robespierre exhibited a serious and studious

nature, partially a response to the weight of familial responsibility thrust

upon him after his mother's death. Descriptions from his sister Charlotte

offer a glimpse of his character: tearful at the mention of their mother, he

transformed into a hardworking and obedient child engrossed in learning

rather than in play. This introspection may have been further influenced by

the socio-economic disparities he observed in Arras—a town where the

affluent coexisted with the destitute, a direct result of its reliance on

agriculture and traditional crafts.

As a robust Catholic stronghold, Arras was filled with religious institutions,

which influenced Maximilien's upbringing significantly. He attended the

College of Arras, where he honed his literary skills and was recognized for

his intellect, eventually earning a scholarship to the prestigious College of

Louis-le-Grand in Paris at age eleven. This moment signaled not only his

departure from Arras but also the potential for a new chapter in his life,

stepping into a more male-dominated academic environment, which would
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shape his future in ways that transcended the local expectations of his

heritage.

In summary, the early life of Maximilien Robespierre was characterized by

both profound loss and the quiet resilience of a gifted child navigating the

complexities of family, societal expectations, and educational ambition

against the backdrop of a town undergoing its own transformation. His

experiences may have sown the seeds for a future deeply intertwined with

revolutionary politics and advocacy for social justice.
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Chapter 2 Summary: ‘An Extremely Desire to Succeed’

In Chapter 2, titled "An Extremely Strong Desire to Succeed," we follow the

 young Maximilien Robespierre as he embarks on a life-changing journey

from his small hometown of Arras to the bustling metropolis of Paris,

between 1769 and 1781. The chapter begins with his arduous fifty-hour

journey, a stark contrast to his previous explorations of only a few miles

around Arras. Upon his arrival in Paris, Maximilien is met with an

overwhelming sight that starkly contrasts his expectations. Instead of the

grand marble streets envisioned, he encounters the chaotic and often grim

realities of the city's faubourgs, where the poor live amidst makeshift

shelters, surrounded by the pungent odors of tannery and slaughterhouses. 

The year Maximilien arrives, the influential philosopher Jean-Jacques

Rousseau completes his "Confessions," lamenting similar disappointing

impressions when he first visited Paris. This sets the stage for Maximilien,

whose first encounters echo Rousseau's feelings of disillusionment amidst

the city's grandeur and decay.

Maximilien's journey leads him to the Latin Quarter and the prestigious

College of Louis-le-Grand, where he is informally welcomed by the Canon

de la Roche, a family acquaintance who becomes his mentor. The college,

one of the elite secondary schools in the kingdom, is undergoing significant

transformations. Following issues concerning its former Jesuit management,
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the Oratorian order now oversees its restructuring, focusing on broader

educational reforms inspired by the Enlightenment and Rousseau’s ideas

about education. 

As a scholarship student surrounded by peers from similar

backgrounds—primarily the sons of lawyers, merchants, and a few

artisans—Maximilien excels in a rigorous academic framework that

emphasizes moral discipline, classical studies, and a strict code of conduct.

The curriculum prioritizes Latin, moral philosophy, and classical texts,

delving into ancient Roman history and rhetoric, sowing the seeds for

Maximilien's later political philosophy and oratory skills.

Noteworthy is the competitive environment at Louis-le-Grand, where

Maximilien thrives academically, earning recognition for his diligence and

exceptional abilities. The chapter highlights his close relationships with

fellow students, including the promising Camille Desmoulins and Stanislas

Fréron, whose influence shapes his formative years.

Maximilien contemplates his family dynamics, revealing the hardships

following the death of loved ones and his father's departure to Munich,

leaving him to grapple with the loss of a close-knit family. Despite these

personal trials, he remains fiercely dedicated to his studies, driven by a

stronger desire for success in the law profession, a career path informed by

his family's long history in jurisprudence.
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Transitioning into his law studies, we see his steady ambition as he seeks

mentorship from esteemed lawyers, showcasing an early determination to

rise to prominence in a challenging legal landscape. Amid rising tensions

between secular and ecclesiastical authority in Paris, Maximilien is

ensconced in the vibrant culture of the legal profession, navigating societal

debates that would later shape the tumultuous French Revolution.

By the end of this chapter, Maximilien has completed his law studies and is

well-prepared to embark on a promising career, equipped with a strong

educational foundation, a wealth of knowledge, and a burgeoning political

consciousness that would later define his legacy during one of France's most

pivotal periods. The chapter concludes with the poignant image of

Maximilien returning to Arras, now a young man of twenty-three, prepared

to face the world ahead with his sister Charlotte, both striving for their

futures amidst the shadows of their past.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The Power of Determination and Education

Critical Interpretation: Imagine standing at the edge of a new journey,

just as young Maximilien Robespierre did when he traveled from his

small hometown to the bustling streets of Paris. His unwavering

determination to succeed, despite facing disillusionment and hardship,

serves as a powerful reminder that your dreams are worth pursuing, no

matter the obstacles. Embrace education and personal growth as tools

to forge your own path, just as Maximilien did with his studies in law

and philosophy. Let his experience inspire you to remain steadfast in

your pursuits, nurturing your passions and seeking knowledge, for it is

through your resilience and commitment that you can transform

challenges into stepping stones toward a brighter future.
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Chapter 3 Summary: ‘Such a talented man’

Chapter 3: "Such a Talented Man" (Arras, 1781–84)

Maximilien Robespierre returned to his hometown of Arras in 1781 after

twelve years of legal education in Paris, filled with ambition and ideas from

the Enlightenment. A lawyer by now, he aimed to carve a niche for himself

in his provincial town dominated by traditional powers and the Catholic

Church. As a child, Maxmilien was shaped by his family and education but

faced significant personal loss, including his father leaving and his mother's

passing. The scholarship provided by the Church had allowed him to pursue

his studies in Paris, and he now sought to ensure similar educational

opportunities for his younger brother, Augustin, by convincing the Cardinal

de Rohan to provide him a scholarship.

Upon his return, Robespierre found a changed family landscape; many

relatives had died, leaving him and his sister Charlotte amidst financial

disputes, particularly regarding their grandfather's brewery, which had been

sold under questionable circumstances. They initially rented their

accommodation, relying on their wits and legal skills to make a living in a

town marked by tradition, social hierarchy, and limited connections.

Arras was a significant commercial center, but its economic vitality was
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declining, struggling amidst competition from cities like Lille. The local

economy relied largely on agriculture, with grain as a primary commodity,

benefiting landowners while the textile industry faltered. Local governance

was affected by the Estates of Artois, which represented the clergy, nobility,

and municipal leaders, providing a façade of self-governance that masked

deeper power struggles with the monarchy.

Robespierre quickly navigated through the town's legal establishment.

Drawing from connections made in Paris, he gained access to influential

figures and was appointed as an advocate in the Council of Artois in

November 1781. His early legal cases were modest, but he earned respect

and made a name for himself through successful defenses, including a

notable case in which he argued for scientific advancement, passionately

defending a client against a ruling that threatened his lightning conductor.

The case attracted attention and bolstered Robespierre's reputation, leading

to wider recognition in legal circles.

Despite modest initial earnings, Maxmilien's dedication and intelligence led

to a steadily growing clientele, yet he struggled with the financial realities of

his career. During this time, he formed a close friendship with the wealthy

lawyer Antoine-Joseph Buissart, who became a mentor to Robespierre and

supported his growing career, providing literary resources and educational

opportunities through the Royal Academy of Arras.
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Robespierre's intellectual vigor was evident in his writings and speeches. He

passionately addressed social issues and criticized the prejudices of their

aristocratic society, seeking to uplift the moral fabric of his community. His

inaugural speech at the Academy was a turning point, advocating for virtue

and critiquing the injustices stemming from inherited social status, a subject

that resonated with his own conflicted feelings about his family background.

Intellectually ambitious, Robespierre entered an essay contest at the

Academy of Amiens, aiming to glorify local poet Jean-Baptiste Gresset

while grappling with his legacy and the criticisms of contemporaneous

philosophers. Although he did not secure the prize, the attempt was valuable

in strengthening his connections with established lawyers and dignitaries.

As Robespierre's career progressed, he found himself navigating the

complexities of a conservative legal environment, marked by traditional

expectations and rivalries. With his keen intellectual prowess and yearning

for recognition, he was positioned to challenge the prevailing social norms

in Arras, setting the stage for future upheavals driven by Enlightenment

ideals and his burgeoning political ambitions. His endeavors in the legal

field and his influential connections would soon lead him into the heart of

the revolutionary fervor that was beginning to stir across France.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The Need for Social Justice and Moral Integrity

Critical Interpretation: Robespierre's passionate advocacy for social

justice and moral integrity reminds you of the importance of standing

up against societal injustices. In your daily life, you can draw

inspiration from his example by actively engaging in your community,

championing causes that matter, and using your unique talents to make

a difference. Whether it’s volunteering, participating in local

initiatives, or simply advocating for fairness, you can contribute to

shaping a more just world, just as Robespierre sought to uplift the

moral fabric of Arras.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Chapter 4: ‘Bachelorhood seems to encourage
rebelliousness’

In Chapter 4, titled "Bachelorhood Seems to Encourage Rebelliousness," we

 delve into the formative years of Maximilien Robespierre in Arras,

spanning from 1784 to 1789. A young lawyer with an unyielding moral

compass, Robespierre developed a reputation as a fierce advocate for the

underprivileged. This chapter illuminates his growing conflicts with the

local elite, particularly through his involvement in a contentious legal case

concerning a master shoemaker, François-Joseph Deteuf, who was accused

of theft by a monk. Robespierre's defense revealed his strategic penchant for

critiquing institutional abuses by contextualizing individual cases within

broader societal issues, indicating his early stance on social justice.

Throughout the chapter, Robespierre's ambitions land him in legal disputes,

facing reprimands that highlight his contempt for aristocratic privilege and

the legal establishment. His efforts culminate in his election as the director

of the Royal Academy of Arras, where he astounds peers by passionately

advocating for the rights of children born out of wedlock. His argument

underscores his belief in the need for reform, emphasizing the societal bond

of marriage as a stabilizing force against the chaos brought by bachelorhood.

Robespierre's literary aspirations also surface, evidenced by his interactions

with budding intellectuals like François-Noël Babeuf and his writings in
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response to social injustices, showcasing a blend of legal prowess and

radical thought. He champions women's roles in society, arguing for their

inclusion in literary circles—a notable deviation from contemporary norms

rooted in patriarchal constraints.

Despite his increasing prominence, Robespierre's personal life remained

tumultuous. He expressed unfulfilled longing for romantic connections

through letters, hinting at his struggles with vulnerability amidst social

aspirations. His physical demeanor and reputation for austereness, alongside

his persistent activism, complicated his relationships, stalling what many

believed could lead to a matrimonial future with women like Anaïs

Deshorties.

As political turmoil escalated in late 1788, Robespierre found himself amidst

a profound crisis of governance marked by the convening of the

Estates-General—an event that would reshape his trajectory. The chapter

highlights his growing estrangement from the local aristocracy, fueled by his

writings that called for representation, justice, and reform. This

estrangement was mirrored by his budding alignment with the emerging

voices of revolution.

By early 1789, Robespierre's position was precarious yet pivotal, capturing

the spirit of a broader societal rift as he prepared for the Estates-General. His

election as a Third Estate deputy marked a watershed moment, setting him
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on a path to influence the revolutionary movement that would soon engulf

France. The ensuing political battles and ideological divisions in Arras laid

the groundwork for Robespierre's radicalization, propelling him into the

vanguard of the unfolding revolution.
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Chapter 5 Summary: ‘We are winning’

Chapter 5: "We Are Winning" - Summary

In 1789, Maximilien Robespierre, at nearly 31 years old, returned to

Versailles, feeling a sense of history during this pivotal moment leading to

the French Revolution. He had been heavily involved in the Estates-General,

which was a gathering of representatives from the three estates in France: the

clergy (First Estate), the nobility (Second Estate), and the commoners (Third

Estate). Unlike most common deputies, Robespierre, a lawyer from Arras,

was not wealthy but carried a principled stance that distinguished him from

many of his fellow lawyers, who dominated the Third Estate’s ranks.

Upon arriving in Versailles, Robespierre found himself among a diverse

group of representatives, each bringing unique accents and perspectives that

revealed widespread grievances against the monarchy's inequities. However,

he was determined and well-prepared to engage with the issues at hand. This

anticipation led to the Third Estate boldly refusing to meet separately, a

decision underscoring their ambition for unity and respect.

Robespierre began to document the stirring events around him in letters to

friends back in Arras, expressing pride in the actions of fellow Third Estate

members who sought a more equitable political structure through the already
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surfacing idea of forming a National Assembly. He was particularly inspired

by the steadfastness of men like Isaak Le Chapelier, even while feeling

disappointment towards more status-quo figures who had previously

impressed him.

The revolutionary fervor escalated when the deputies of the Third Estate

declared themselves the National Assembly. When their meeting place was

locked, they famously took an oath in a nearby tennis court, committing to

remain united against royal authority. This act of defiance set the stage for

further tensions, culminating in the storming of the Bastille on July 14,

1789. Robespierre viewed the uprising as a profound assertion of the

people's will and rallied with his compatriots during this critical moment.

The brutality of the Bastille’s defense and the ensuing violence shocked the

nation, but it united Parisian citizens in a collective sense of purpose,

igniting a nationwide struggle. In the aftermath, Robespierre acknowledged

the necessity of punishing those who perpetuated oppression, urging that

justice must prevail to quell the anger of the populace.

As Louis XVI reluctantly returned to Paris followed by the National

Assembly, the king's actions signified an apprehensive surrender to the will

of the people, translating Robespierre's ideas about popular sovereignty into

reality. Considered a turning point in the Revolution, this moment solidified

Robespierre's resolve regarding the people’s power over the monarchy.
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However, sporadic violence persisted, evoking Robespierre’s duality of

horror at unnecessary bloodshed and an intellectual acceptance of retribution

against those he deemed enemies of the Revolution. In subsequent political

debates, he gained visibility despite the emerging political complexities and

divisions stemming from various factions vying for control of the new

government structure.

The Assembly articulated its foundational ideals through the Declaration of

the Rights of Man and Citizen, proclaiming universal rights while also

reflecting Robespierre's unyielding belief in equality for all, emphasizing the

responsibility of government to uphold these rights. His insistence on

fairness was evident in his opposition to proposals that would restrict voting

rights, fearing exclusion could lead to a new aristocracy emerging from

wealth.

As political unrest brewed, Robespierre’s convictions about populism and

civic virtue continually placed him at odds with others more willing to

compromise for stability. His ambitious vision for France—a nation built on

the principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity—sharpened in response to

the evolving social landscape driven by revolution.

By late 1789, Robespierre expressed both excitement for the progress made

and trepidation about the challenges remaining. He recognized that while
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feudal structures had been dismantled, the foundation of true liberty

remained to be established, and he was committed to fostering a society that

reflected his high standards of virtuous governance. The chapter concludes

with Robespierre's resolve to remain involved in shaping the emerging

republic, despite the ongoing struggle and the inherent violence within

revolutionary change.
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Chapter 6 Summary: ‘Daring to clean out the Augean
stables’

### Chapter 6: Daring to Clean Out the Augean Stables

Context: In 1789, revolutionary fervor swept through France as the

 National Assembly sought reforms to dismantle the feudal system and

address the grievances of the populace. Political tensions were high in Paris

and the provinces, with competing interests battling for power and influence

in the newly emerged political landscape.

Robespierre's Reflections: In early March 1790, Maximilien

 Robespierre wrote to his friend Antoine Buissart, expressing the

monumental challenges faced by the patriotic deputies in their bid for

reform. He likened their task to the mythological labor of Hercules, charged

with cleaning the Augean stables filled with deep-seated issues stemming

from the previous summer's peasant revolts.

Rural Grievances: One of the critical issues at hand was the rights of

 peasants regarding communal lands and forest access. In regions such as

Artois and Flanders, lords had usurped common rights, and Robespierre had

previously advocated for the restitution of these communal properties. A

decree from the Assembly abolished previous feudal privileges but did not
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address the injustices of recent usurpations, leaving rural communities

restless and often resorting to illegal actions to reclaim their rights.

The Feudal Dues Controversy: Tension escalated further with the

 Assembly's treatment of harvest dues, which landowners viewed as property

entitled to compensation, stirring unrest in various regions. Robespierre

intervened in debates, arguing that the peasant's frustrations stemmed from

their long-standing oppression. He insisted that the assembly recognize the

legitimate grievances of the people rather than branding them as criminals.

Hunting Rights and Commons Access: The debates extended to hunting

 rights, as rural destruction occurred regardless of property claims.

Robespierre passionately argued for free hunting rights, emphasizing that

wild animals belonged to all citizens, not just landowners, which shocked

many in the Assembly.

Robespierre's Emergence as a Radical Voice: Unlike many of his more

 affluent counterparts who had mingled in elite salons prior to the

Revolution, Robespierre was gaining recognition as part of the radical

minority within the National Assembly. His increasing involvement with the

Jacobin Club, a political society favoring more progressive reforms, aligned

him with like-minded individuals who questioned the status quo.

Political Climate and International Relations: Simultaneously, the
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 Assembly grappled with the pressing issue of foreign policy and the king's

role within a constitutional framework. Robespierre advocated for France to

reject wars of territorial expansion and instead embrace the liberty of other

nations, integrating these principles into the fledgling Constitution of 1791.

Economic Crises and Taxation Concerns: The National Assembly also

 inherited the monarchy's financial ruin, compounded by widespread refusal

to pay taxes. As church lands were nationalized and sold, the shift affected

different social classes, particularly as the assignats, introduced as paper

currency, began to lose value.

Religious Reforms and Backlash: The Assembly's sweeping reforms

 included nationalizing church property and significantly altering the clergy's

structure, which ignited backlash from devout factions in society.

Robespierre defended reforms but advocated for elected clergy, distancing

himself from the anticlerical sentiment that characterized many

revolutionary figures. His support for the Civil Constitution of the Clergy

aimed to root out the inefficiencies he attributed to the traditional hierarchy.

The Strain of Political Life: Over time, Robespierre became a target of

 ridicule and distrust. Criticism from former friends and recognition of his

growing prominence in the Assembly weighed heavily on his health and

morale. Misunderstood and maligned, he faced a barrage of satirical attacks

while maintaining an unwavering commitment to his democratic ethos.
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Deterioration of Political Alliances: As the political landscape shifted

 after the king’s flight to Varennes, Robespierre found himself increasingly

isolated within a shrinking radical group. Following violent episodes like the

Champ de Mars massacre, he stood at odds with a faction of former allies as

revolutionary fervor began to fracture.

Final Transformation into a Key Figure: By the conclusion of the

 National Assembly's work in 1791, Robespierre emerged not only as a vocal

advocate for the principles of the Revolution but as a vital conscience of the

movement. With growing popularity, he navigated the tensions between

maintaining a unified front for progress and addressing factional disputes

within the revolutionary landscape.

Ultimately, Robespierre’s journey through these tumultuous years solidified

his role as a pivotal player in the Revolution, establishing his legacy as both

a champion of the people and a subject of controversy and conflict. His

insistence on the importance of individual rights and the welfare of the

marginalized set the stage for his future challenges and the extremes of the

Revolution to come.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Advocating for the Marginalized

Critical Interpretation: Imagine standing in a turbulent crowd, the air

thick with tension and longing for change. Robespierre's unyielding

advocacy for the rights of peasants amid the chaotic landscape of

France inspires you to find your voice in a world where the

marginalized often go unheard. His commitment to recognizing

legitimate grievances rather than labeling the oppressed as criminals

ignites a spark within you, urging you to stand up for those who

struggle against injustice. It’s a powerful reminder that your actions

can inspire a collective movement towards empathy and

understanding, challenging societal norms to pave the path for a more

equitable future.
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Chapter 7 Summary: ‘Numerous and implacable
enemies’

Chapter 7: Numerous and Implacable Enemies

In October 1791, Maxmilien Robespierre, a prominent figure of the French

Revolution, returns home to Arras after two and a half years in Paris, only to

confront the stark realities of provincial responses to the Revolution.

Historically a lawyer who rarely traveled outside Arras, Robespierre's

experiences during this journey would profoundly influence his future

actions and priorities.

Initially caught between his revolutionary ambitions and the unique status of

his provincial home, Robespierre faced backlash from the very constituents

he aimed to serve. Following their vote to abolish the special privileges of

Artois, he became a target of allegations from local factions, including a

vitriolic letter from a lawyer who accused him of betraying the province's

interests. The political turmoil of the late 1780s heightened tensions,

resulting in a complex relationship with power dynamics both within the

provincial elite and among the common people. 

In late 1789, as tensions simmered in Arras, Robespierre published an open

‘Address to the Belgian People’ to defend revolutionary activity and
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encourage unity among fellow patriots in the region. His speeches

highlighted significant reforms, including the abolition of feudal dues,

although he sidestepped the financial burdens that rural communities would

face in compensation payments to former lords. This omission, among

others, would come to haunt him as local unrest began to rise.

Despite his efforts to instigate revolutionary fervor, reports from Arras

suggested a stagnation of revolutionary spirit, compounded by low voter

turnout in early elections and the continued influence of former nobles.

While there was a brief success in establishing a popular mayor, the new

municipal council remained dominated by the same elites that had guided

Arras before the Revolution, showcasing a partial continuity of power

structures.

Frustrations within the rural population were reflected in ongoing disputes

over communal land rights and the tension surrounding the release from

feudal obligations. Robespierre’s advocacy for reform provoked resentment

from local landowners and nobles, leading to a series of confrontations,

particularly with the noble deputy Briois de Beaumez. The acrimonious

debate over suffrage only deepened divisions, laying the groundwork for

personal and political conflicts that would resurface later.

Robespierre’s visit to Arras also illuminated the profound impact of Church

reforms following the Civil Constitution of the Clergy passed in July 1790.
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The reforms deepened divisions within the deeply Catholic province,

exacerbating conflicts between ‘juring’ (those who accepted the reforms)

and ‘non-juring’ clergy. Many clergy refused to take the oath of loyalty to

the new order, thereby increasing opposition to the Revolution among

faithful congregations. Robespierre recognized how these reforms were

alienating the masses while simultaneously weakening the revolutionary

cause.

As Robespierre attempted to navigate these tumultuous waters, he was also

personally affected by changes at home. The trauma of seeing his former

love, Anaïs Deshorties, married to another man intensified feelings of

isolation and disappointment upon his return to Arras. Nevertheless,

Robespierre sought solace in writing, dedicating his thoughts to Rousseau

and reflecting on his aspirations to create a virtuous society.

His experiences in Artois revealed a troubling reality: the Revolution was far

from complete. Reports of unrest and dissatisfaction among the populace

increased his sense of urgency regarding potential threats to revolutionary

principles. Letters from friends and allies, like Marie-Jeanne Roland, echoed

his sentiments of a precarious future, underscoring a shared concern about

the masses' susceptibility to misinformation. 

Robespierre's introspection during this time solidified his understanding of

the Revolution's vulnerabilities and the importance of addressing the needs
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of both the rural poor and the emerging political factions. After nearly seven

weeks of observing the complex dynamics of Arras and its surrounding

areas, he decided to return to Paris, understanding that his role in the

Revolution was far from over.

His departure marked a pivotal moment in Robespierre’s life and career,

committing him to the escalating conflicts of the revolutionary period while

ultimately steering him away from the quiet life he briefly contemplated in

Arras. With his experiences weighing heavily on him, he recognized that the

path ahead would demand unwavering resolve, embroiling him deeper in a

political landscape riddled with both allies and adversaries.

Key Point Details

Return to
Arras

In October 1791, Robespierre returns to Arras after two and a half
years in Paris, facing backlash from constituents.

Political
Turmoil

Accusations from local factions arise after a vote to abolish privileges,
highlighting conflicts with provincial elites and common people.

Advocacy for
Revolution

Robespierre publishes an address to defend revolutionary activities
and calls for unity, while avoiding financial burdens on rural
communities.

Stagnation of
Revolutionary
Spirit

Low voter turnout and lingering influence of former nobles indicate a
stagnated revolutionary sentiment in Arras.

Land Rights
Disputes

Ongoing disputes reflect frustrations of the rural population, leading to
confrontations with local landowners and nobles.

Church Civil Constitution of the Clergy deepens divisions between 'juring' and
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Key Point Details

Reforms 'non-juring' clergy, alienating many loyal congregations.

Personal
Struggles

Robespierre feels isolated after seeing former love marry another, yet
seeks solace in writing and reflections on virtue.

Concerns
about the
Revolution

Reports of unrest heighten Robespierre's urgency to address
revolutionary vulnerabilities and the needs of the rural poor.

Departure from
Arras

After seven weeks, Robespierre decides to return to Paris,
recognizing his ongoing role in the Revolution.

Pivotal
Moment

His departure marks a commitment to the conflicts of the
revolutionary period, driving him deeper into political struggles.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Understanding and Addressing the Roots of Discontent

Critical Interpretation: Robespierre's experiences in Arras teach us the

vital lesson of recognizing and engaging with the sources of

dissatisfaction in our communities. In your own life, this can inspire

you to actively listen to differing perspectives and to address

grievances—large or small—within your circles. Just as he sought to

unite people behind revolutionary ideals, you too can work to foster

understanding and collaboration in your own environment, ultimately

leading to a more cohesive and informed community. Embracing this

responsibility not only strengthens your relationships but also

enhances your personal growth and impacts the collective wellbeing.
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Chapter 8: ‘The Vengeance of the People’

### Chapter 8 Summary: The Vengeance of the People

In late November 1791, Maximilien Robespierre returned to Paris after a

brief absence, where he encountered a political landscape significantly

altered since his departure. Despite his warm welcome at the Jacobin Club,

where he was appointed president, he found the revolutionary fervor he had

once inspired dampened by a climate of tension and impending war. The

failed flight of King Louis XVI in June had fueled doubts about the stability

of the monarchy, while European monarchies organized against the

Revolution heightened concerns about internal betrayal and external threats.

Within the Legislative Assembly, Robespierre observed a surge in

warmongering sentiments, fueled by deputies like Jacques-Pierre Brissot,

who blamed France's difficulties on conspiracies both at home and abroad.

As noble officers fled the army, Robespierre became increasingly worried

about the implications of war. He felt unprepared for external conflict while

internal conditions remained precarious. His opposition to ill-prepared

warfare drew sharp criticism from Brissot and his supporters, complicating

Robespierre's efforts to champion calls for internal reform over aggressive

military campaigns.
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Robespierre's speeches at the Jacobin Club emphasized the need for internal

consolidation and civic regeneration, warning that a hasty war could lead to

the military and political circumstances reminiscent of past tyrannies. His

insistence on these principles put him at odds with emerging factions who

rallied for war as a means to unify and save the Revolution.

During this tumultuous period, mounting tensions within the Jacobin Club

led to a schism between the Brissotins and Robespierre's faction. While he

enjoyed popularity among the people and continued to voice his ideals

through Jacobin discourse and journalism, the relentless push for war created

an atmosphere of animosity toward his contemplative stance. This

intensification of political divides culminated in him being perceived as an

outsider among his former allies.

On 20 April 1792, France declared war on Austria, a pivotal decision that

revealed a rift within the Revolutionary government and deepened

Robespierre's isolation. He resigned from his position as public prosecutor

and faced accusations of desertion, leading to public scorn and attacks on his

character by his opponents.

Despite the challenges, Robespierre maintained his voice through

publications such as the *Défenseur de la Constitution*, in which he

articulated a vision of a people's war rooted in liberty and justice, all while

continuing to critique the motives of the Brissotins and their war strategies.
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He positioned himself as a representative of the people, advocating for social

reforms, economic justice, and caution against violent reprisals.

As military defeats mounted and revolutionaries faced the prospect of

invasion, popular uprisings in Paris grew more intense. The fear of

counter-revolutionary plots resulted in the brutal massacre of prisoners, an

episode that weighed heavily on Robespierre's conscience, especially as his

political rivals attempted to pin the violence on him.

By September 1792, the violent events surrounding the insurrections ushered

in a new urgency for the establishment of a National Convention.

Robespierre called for the legitimization of the people's will, despite the

tragic realities their uprising enacted. Keenly aware of the ways public

sentiment was swaying, Robespierre adeptly navigated his political standing,

emerging as a pivotal figure at the nascent Convention, where revolutionary

fervor sought its footing against a backdrop of bloodshed and internal strife.

Overall, this chapter captures the unfolding tensions in Revolutionary

France, the schisms within revolutionary factions, and Robespierre's struggle

to assert his vision of a just society amidst the chaos and reactions to the

prevailing crisis. His journey of turmoil reflects not only a personal struggle

against political isolation but also embodies the larger conflicts that defined

the revolutionary movement.
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Chapter 9 Summary: ‘Did you want a Revolution without
Revolution?’

CHAPTER 9: “Did You Want a Revolution Without Revolution?”

*Paris, 1792-93*

In the aftermath of the September massacres, revolutionary armies

triumphed at Valmy, one hundred miles east of Paris, marking a crucial

juncture for France. As the new National Convention gathered, it was tasked

with steering the nation away from recent violence and the looming threat of

Prussian invasion. The volatile streets of Paris buzzed with a mix of hope,

uncertainty, and the presence of war refugees and young volunteers rallying

to defend the nation.

The Convention was comprised largely of middle-class deputies, many of

whom had prior legislative experience. Recognizing the sentiment against

the monarchy, they swiftly declared France a Republic on September 21.

Dominant factions within the Convention included the militant Jacobins, led

by Maximilien Robespierre, whose alignment with popular sentiments made

him a central figure amidst growing tensions—particularly with the

Brissotins, a faction that had initially advocated for war, now finding

themselves in disarray following military setbacks.
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Robespierre, concerned that Republicans lacked civic virtue essential for the

new Republic, resumed his journalistic endeavors, launching the *Lettres de

Maximilien Robespierre* to reach a broader audience across the nation. His

writings espoused patriotism and civic responsibility, emphasizing that

personal interests must yield to the public good. He emphasized the need for

a renewed civic culture, promoting public festivals reminiscent of ancient

Greece to instill virtues necessary for the Republic’s survival.

However, as military victories turned into grim realities, Robespierre was

increasingly seen as a polarizing figure. Accusations from the Brissotins

suggested he aimed for a triumvirate dictatorship alongside radical leaders

like Danton and Marat. The tension escalated in the Convention, culminating

in heated debates where the Brissotins accused Robespierre of inciting

violence during the September massacres—a charge he vehemently denied.

Despite the mounting opposition, Robespierre defended the revolutionary

spirit, asserting that the real criminals were those who had perpetuated the

ancien régime. His speech on November 5 garnered him temporary acclaim

but also intensified the hatred directed toward him from the Brissotins. The

growing animosity played out in various publications, with accusations that

Robespierre sought personal elevation at the expense of his political

adversaries.
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The power struggle was intensifying, particularly as the Girondins sought to

undermine the influence of the Jacobin-led Parisian sections. The emergence

of a popular backlash against counter-revolutionary threats led Robespierre

to rethink his relationships and alliances, while also navigating the pressures

of increasing militant desire among sans-culottes. This atmosphere of

polarization was amplified by the internal challenges of the ongoing war and

civil strife, particularly the Vendéan insurrection, which mirrored external

military threats from invading foreign armies.

In the face of escalating crisis, Robespierre's commitment to defending the

Revolution became synonymous with enforcing a more stringent political

climate. He supported the establishment of emergency measures, including

the reinforcement of the Revolutionary Tribunal and the Committee of

Public Safety, which allowed for the execution of perceived enemies of the

state. As the landscape of the Convention shifted with the purge of the

Girondins, Robespierre aligned himself with those calling for decisive action

against internal dissenters, attempting to consolidate power within the

Jacobin milieu.

As the military and civil unrest threatened to engulf the Republic,

Robespierre argued for an understanding of the Revolution that prioritized

collective well-being over individual freedoms. This positions him at the

heart of a paradox: advocating for popular sovereignty while supporting

authoritarian measures to ensure public safety amidst the chaos. The

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


culmination of these tensions led to the drafting of a new Constitution that

enshrined principles of social welfare but ultimately reinforced the necessity

of security over liberty in troubling times.

In summary, Chapter 9 portrays a burgeoning conflict within the

Revolutionary leadership as they grappled with the ideals of democracy, the

practicalities of governance, and the eroding state of public order amidst

both internal and external threats, ultimately shaping the trajectory of the

Revolution and the fate of France.

Key Themes Details

Setting Paris, 1792-93, after the September massacres.

National
Convention
Formation

Gathering of middle-class deputies to steer away from violence and
Prussian threat; France declared a Republic on September 21.

Dominant
Factions

Jacobins led by Robespierre vs. Brissotins; tensions rise post-military
setbacks.

Robespierre's
Role

Central figure promoting civic virtue, patriotism through *Lettres de
Maximilien Robespierre*; advocating for public festivals.

Polarization Accusations from Brissotins of seeking dictatorship; tensions and
heated debates in the Convention.

Opposition Robespierre faces growing animosity; charged with inciting violence
during massacres.

Power
Struggle

Girondins undermining Jacobins; popular backlash against
counter-revolutionary threats.
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Key Themes Details

Emergency
Measures

Support for Revolutionary Tribunal and Committee of Public Safety;
justification for authoritarian measures.

Conflict of
Ideals

Advocating for collective well-being over individual freedoms; a
paradoxical stance amidst escalating crisis.

New
Constitution Enshrined social welfare principles but prioritized security over liberty.

Overall
Theme

Conflict within revolutionary leadership, grappling with democracy,
governance challenges, and public order erosion amidst internal and
external threats.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The need for collective well-being over individual

freedoms during crises

Critical Interpretation: As you navigate the challenges in your own

life, consider the balance between personal desires and the needs of

your community. Like Robespierre, who prioritized the Republic's

welfare amidst chaos, reflect on how your actions can contribute to the

greater good. This perspective can inspire you to engage in acts of

service or collaboration, remembering that sometimes sacrifice is

necessary for the benefit of the whole. Embrace the idea that true

strength lies not just in pursuing personal ambitions, but in fostering a

sense of solidarity and security for those around you, especially in

turbulent times.
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Chapter 10 Summary: ‘A complete regeneration’

CHAPTER 10: A Complete Regeneration

Paris, July-December 1793

The summer of 1793 marked a pivotal point for the French Republic, facing

existential threats from both internal insurrections and external invasions.

The Vendée uprising diverted precious military resources while foreign

armies moved in from multiple fronts. Meanwhile, an English naval

blockade cut off vital supplies, aggravating food shortages and exacerbating

the decline in purchasing power of the currency, the assignat. Amidst this

turmoil, nearly three-quarters of the national departments rejected the

legitimacy of the Convention after the arrest of prominent Girondin deputies,

signaling a crisis of authority within the Republic.

Maximilien Robespierre, a significant figure in the Revolution, struggled

under the burden of relentless stress. Following the purge of leading

Girondins on June 2, he expressed his exhaustion and contemplated

resignation. Yet, he found renewed strength and clarity, formulating a set of

guiding principles that underlined the necessity of a unified will to overcome

the Republic’s crises. He argued that the people must unite behind the
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Convention against various enemies, internal and external, emphasizing that

the unity of revolutionary purpose necessitated harsh measures against those

deemed threats to liberty, including censorship and repression.

By the end of July, Robespierre was appointed to the Committee of Public

Safety, marking his formal entry into government amidst one of the most

precarious times in revolutionary history. While his reputation had never

been higher, the challenges ahead were monumental. The Committee,

primarily meeting in the Pavillon de l'Égalité, wielded extraordinary powers,

issuing arrest warrants, controlling finances, and overseeing military

operations. By the end of 1793, the Committee had expanded, adding more

Jacobins who shared Robespierre’s vision for a cohesive revolutionary

effort.

The Duplay home remained a hub for Robespierre, facilitating his

engagement with fellow revolutionaries such as Philippe Lebas and Filippo

Buonarroti, tasked with rallying Italian expatriates to the revolutionary

cause. Despite his staunch Jacobin allegiance, Robespierre maintained

traditional habits that set him apart from his peers, reflecting a complex

interplay between his revolutionary identity and personal background.

As parliamentarians took decisive action against counter-revolutionary

threats, including a crackdown on Federalist uprisings and widespread

socio-economic reforms to placate masses, educational reforms were also
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put in motion to create what Robespierre termed a “complete regeneration”

of the French populace. He argued for an educational system that instilled

civic virtues and physical discipline, advocating for the establishment of a

new national citizenry. However, his radical proposals, such as compulsory

boarding for children, faced resistance, although they reflected his ambition

to forge a new collective identity for the Republic.

In the backdrop of escalating political violence exemplified by the

assassination of Jean-Paul Marat, Robespierre's rhetoric became increasingly

insistent on the need for unity and the punitive measures against both

internal and external enemies of the state. In a series of grand festivals, the

Jacobins sought to renew the national spirit, symbolizing their commitment

to the revolutionary ideals and the need to eradicate remnants of the

monarchy and feudalism.

Throughout these tumultuous months, the Committee of Public Safety

implemented numerous emergency measures to sustain military efforts,

confront internal dissent, and mobilize resources. The military engagements

of the time often blurred the line between necessary wartime actions and

brutal repression, a point exemplified in regions like Marseilles, where

civilian violence ensued in the name of patriotism. Robespierre’s

unwavering approach called for outright annihilation of perceived

adversaries, reflecting a growing tension between revolutionary ideals and

the grim realities of war.
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Amid these politics of terror, the Convention grappled with maintaining

authority amidst radical demands from sans-culottes and other factions,

occasionally curtailing civil liberties to quell dissent. The legislation of

September 1793, including the Law on Suspects, legitimized the detention of

individuals considered threats to the Revolution, leading to a chilling

atmosphere of suspicion and fear.

As economic conditions continued to deteriorate, the threat of famine

loomed over Paris. In response, the government introduced price controls

and established revolutionary armies to requisition supplies. These measures

often ignited tensions between the government and the populous as the

revolutionary fervor turned into a tool for social and political compliance.

In this political maelstrom, Robespierre defended not only the measures of

the Committee but also his allies, navigating accusations of corruption

directed toward prominent figures, including Georges Danton. Tensions rose

within the Jacobin faction as Desmoulins advocated for a shift away from

terror, arguing for compassion over execution, posing a philosophical

challenge to Robespierre’s hardline stance.

As the year closed, the specter of collapse haunted the Republic, with

counter-revolutionary forces still at the gates, and multiple enemies both

foreign and domestic rallied against the nascent Republic. Robespierre

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


forged forward with a vision of resolute governance, maintaining that public

liberty necessitated a different approach than traditional civil governance.

The future remained precarious, amid contrasting calls for moderation and

inevitable violence as the Revolution continued to define itself against its

many foes, both real and imagined. The urgency of safeguarding

revolutionary gains from dissent cemented his role as a pivotal figure amid

an ever-deepening crisis, forever altering the landscape of France’s

tumultuous journey towards a new social order.
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Chapter 11 Summary: ‘Men with changing tongues’

Chapter 11: Men with Changing Tongues

Setting: Paris, January-June 1794

In early January 1794, tensions erupted within the Jacobin Club as Camille

Desmoulins defended Pierre Philippeaux, a deputy accused of criticizing the

harsh repressive measures against revolutionaries. Robespierre, deeply

troubled by Philippeaux's critiques, admonished Desmoulins for giving a

platform to what he deemed slander against the revolutionary government.

Their heated exchange highlighted not only personal grievances but also the

growing rift between revolutionary ideologies. Robespierre, aiming to assert

control over the Club, supported Desmoulins' expulsion on January 10,

fearing that Desmoulins was undermining the cause through his editorial

choices. 

As accusations of treachery and foreign plots swirled around Paris, a

backdrop of fear about imminent invasion by Austrian forces contributed to

pre-existing factional tensions. Both the moderate ‘Indulgents’ and radical

‘Ultra-revolutionaries’ were embroiled in mutual accusations and potentially

corrupt dealings. Robespierre, who was increasingly seen by some as a
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potential tyrant, had shifted his stance during this time, expressing both

support for freedom of expression while simultaneously invoking the need

for a strong, centralized revolutionary government.

Around this time, Robespierre's speeches evolved to emphasize morality and

virtue, most notably in his seminal address delivered on February 5. He

asserted a revolutionary path necessitating both virtue and terror: “The

mainspring of popular government … is at once virtue and terror.” This

duality represented a crucial shift in his political doctrine, especially in the

context of the ongoing war. Robespierre contended that internal threats to

the Revolution were just as perilous as external ones, urging the Convention

to combat both with equal urgency.

Robespierre endured a period of illness in February, which caused public

concern over his health. Upon his return, he recognized the extensive

support he retained among citizens and fellow deputies alike. However, he

also faced rumors and threats concerning his leadership, exacerbated by the

fragile state of the Revolution following the executions of the Hébertists on

March 24, granting him more power but also creating enemies.

As discontent with the government grew, highlighted by starvation and

economic hardship, Robespierre's strategic decisions became increasingly

ruthless. His tenure saw the establishment of stricter controls on dissent,

culminating in the Law of 22 Prairial, aimed at expediting judicial processes
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in revolutionary trials. This legislation marked a significant escalation in

governmental repression, contributing to a climate of fear among potential

dissenters.

Throughout these developments, Robespierre's health, already fragile, began

to deteriorate further under the immense stresses of leadership and the

suspicion of conspiracies among both supporters and foes. The chapter

captures the intersection of personal politics, revolutionary ideology, and the

sociopolitical dynamics that defined a tumultuous period in Revolutionary

France, illustrating how the struggle for control and ideological purity led

ultimately to tragic outcomes for many notable figures, including

Desmoulins and Danton, key players in the revolutionary landscape.
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Chapter 12: ‘The unhappiest man alive’

Chapter 12: The Unhappiest Man Alive

In July 1794, amidst the turmoil of the French Revolution, Maximilien

Robespierre endeavored to impose a vision of virtue through a combination

of moral rigor and brutal repression. The Festival of the Supreme Being and

the Law of 22 Prairial marked his increasingly desperate attempts to instill

revolutionary ideals while silencing perceived enemies within the

Convention, including his fellow deputies. This atmosphere bred fear among

those who had previously supported him, exemplified by François Bourdon

de l'Oise, who openly questioned Robespierre's integrity and faced harsh

accusations from him regarding past violence in the Vendée.

The rise of the new police bureau strained relationships with the Committee

of General Security, leading to investigations that undermined Robespierre's

influence. His association with the radical follower Catherine Théot, dubbed

the 'Mother of God,' further tarnished his reputation when she made dubious

claims about his prophetic role. As the guillotine became a grim symbol of

authority, Robespierre's steadfastness was increasingly met with skepticism,

fostering an environment where he felt cornered by both enemies and

once-trusted allies.
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Despite the Convention's procedural framework supporting the

Revolutionary Tribunal, Robespierre viewed clemency as a sign of

weakness. This perspective led to mass executions, including a troubling

instance where dozens were guillotined for alleged connections to an

assassination attempt on him. Military successes, like the victory at Fleurus,

contrasted sharply with the escalating violence of the Tribunal, revealing

deep divisions over the future direction of the Revolution. Many questioned

whether the Revolution would secure safety or merely enforce authoritarian

control.

As he withdrew from public life due in part to health concerns and rising

tensions, Robespierre’s absence fueled rumors and slanders. His strained

familial relationships, particularly with his sister Charlotte and brother

Augustin, paralleled his political despair. Charlotte's correspondence

reflected her deep grief over their fractured bond, as familial loyalty spiraled

into wider allegations of betrayal amid a backdrop of relentless suspicion.

In Paris, dissent grew as workers protested rising food prices, questioning

the justification for continued executions amidst military victories. The

Committee of Public Safety was fraught with tension, and accusations

against Robespierre intensified, reflecting the rift between those committed

to a military-focused agenda and those advocating for a moral rectification

of society. Robespierre struggled to unify these factions and articulate a

vision for peace, leading to an emotional and confused speech at the Jacobin
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Club where he lamented the growing chaos around him.

Robespierre's perception of an all-encompassing conspiracy deepened his

isolation. His paranoia culminated in a frantic address where he delineated

perceived threats within the Convention but named few specific individuals,

leading many to suspect they could be next. As he failed to generate clarity

on revolutionary goals—despite the ongoing military successes—the fear of

retribution against him grew among his rivals.

The situation escalated on 9 Thermidor, when opposition factions united

against him. Robespierre faced public condemnation at the Convention,

where cries of “Down with the Tyrant!” drowned out his attempts at defense.

Beset by fears of assassination and overwhelmed by the chaotic atmosphere

he had partly created, Robespierre's fate was sealed as he and his closest

allies were arrested amidst the fray.

Despite their calls for armed support, only a handful of sections mobilized to

defend him. Ultimately, the Convention declared him and his associates

outlaws, leading to a violent confrontation. As he faced execution,

Robespierre’s final moments were marked by agony—both physical and

existential—reflecting the tragic collapse of a once-revered revolutionary

leader.

In the aftermath of his death, reflections on Robespierre revealed a complex
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interplay between ideals and the grim realities of power. For many, he

represented the tension between revolutionary fervor and the moral

compromises made in the name of freedom. His tragic fall served as a

cautionary tale about the perils of inflexible ideology in the face of evolving

political landscapes.
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