Leader of the Jacobin Terror, Maximilien Robespierre has been a persistent enigma since his death in 1794.  The naïve might view him as a demagogue driven by purely political considerations, or as an ideologue inspired by the Enlightenment, or as a force of moderation against radicalism and the popular revolution of the Parisian sans-culottes. Examining his speeches between 1793 and 1794, one can begin to interpret them as an evolving response to changing political conditions based on an underlying attitude of political pragmatism.  Unfortunately, such an interpretation fails to explain policies like the Cult of the Supreme Being or to explain Robespierre’s abandonment of his power base among the sans-culottes of Paris.  One finds notable precedents for Robespierre’s worldview in the collective mentalité of these very same sans-culottes. However, Robespierre doesn’t articulate the daily material concerns of the sans-culottes, ultimately turning his back on their institution of sectional democracy. Thus,  the similarity in mentalités is useful but insufficient.  Rather, Robespierre’s politics also seem to be driven by a mélange of ideology that is dominated by Montesquieu’s notion of ‘republican virtue’ but includes some of Rousseau’s ideas as well.  Though grounded in the work of these Enlightenment thinkers, Robespierre does not accept the conclusions of either philosopher wholesale, and even rejects the prevailing attitude of the Enlightenment.  Robespierre builds on elements of the philosophies of Montesquieu and Rousseau to construct an eclectic ideology that thematically unifies these speeches, an ideology patches up the gaps left by the other, non-ideological modes of interpretation.  

Early in these speeches, any interpretation of Robespierre as a radical leftist is confounded by his unexpected approach to religion, an approach that can be better understood in light of political realism.   To the Convention, Robespierre declares that “atheism is aristocratic” (R 479), condemning it as a plot of “those [them] who want to render France [us] odious to all people” (R481), in order to “push allies of France and neutral nations to become enemies of France” (R481).  The political wisdom in Robespierre’s approach becomes clear when one considers that in November 1793, France was still defeating the vendéeiste revolt.  By giving the Revolution the leeway to accept a reformed Church deprived of its oppressive feudal dues, Robespierre made a first step to re-legitimize the Jacobin Republic in the eyes of many in the French countryside, who were beginning to view the Revolution as little more than the work of Parisian radicals.  Furthermore, by distancing himself from dechristianizers like Fouché and his allies in the Parisian commune, Robespierre nudged his public image from that of a radical Jacobin to that of a moderate.  Thus, by attacking the extreme left’s ideology of atheism, Robespierre re-legitimized his régime.  Furthermore, through accusations that dechristianization was the work of “cowardly foreign tyrants” (R481), Robespierre dealt the policy a further political blow by effectively capitalizing on the nationalistic ire of patriots otherwise apathetic or even hostile to organized religion.  

These speeches are peppered with appeals to nationalism, now more potent than it was during the ancien régime due to its popularization the levée en masse and and the growing power of the mentality of étatisme.  On manifestation of nationalism in Robespierre’s speeches is in his continual evocation of the crimes of Great Britain, and in particular, of his favorite whipping boy, Britain’s Prime Minister William Pitt.  Robespierre attributed domestic movements, such as dechristianization, to the machinations of foreign counter-revolutionaries and émigrés.  This extended not only to the alienating policies of overreaching generals and the Paris Commune, but also to genuine expressions of domestic dissent against the Jacobin regime.  This is exemplified by the insinuation (R522-3) that the Federalist revolts in cities like Marseilles and Toulon were the work of foreign conspirators.  In spite of the fact that federalists were responsible for the surrender of Toulon to the British, the movement was generally an expression of anger at Jacobin consolidation of power and extremism, not an attack on the institution of revolution.  Thus, Robespierre’s rhetoric served as more than a tool of verbal attack against genuine counter-revolution.  It was a method of attacking domestic political foes who took issue with Robespierre’s management of revolutionary France.  Robespierre’s rhetoric on issues such as atheism also exposes the recurring theme of crisis in these speeches.

One cannot help but notice a recurring pattern, that after the passing of each revolutionary crisis, Robespierre discovers that a new one has taken its place.  The early portion of these speeches was read to the National Convention and the Jacobin Club during the last two months of 1793.  These came at the terminus of a string of important military victories for the France, including the defeats of foreign armies at Hondschoote and Wattignies, of Vendée rebels at Cholet, Granville, and Savenay, and finally of Federalist insurrections in Toulon, Marseilles, and Lyon (Doyle 437-8). Battle histories of the revolution reveal that the revolution then entered a period relatively free of foreign invasions and domestic insurrections that lasted from January 1794 to the end of the Terror.  It is just at the beginning of this period that Robespierre’s attack on the allegedly foreign conspiracy of dechristianization emerges.  Although a cynic might immediately jump to the conclusion that Robespierre was creating crises to justify the continuation of the Terror and his hold on power, such a conclusion really requires more evidence to establish a pattern.   

As military victories passed and dechristianization dissipated as a threat, a vacuum of motivation for Terror emerged.  This vacuum was filled by a corruption scandal involving the liquidation of the old Indies Company (Doyle 267).  Although Châbot revealed the scandal to Robespierre in mid-November, Robespierre took no action on it until January, when the aforementioned other threats to the Revolution dissipated.  In his January 7th speech to the Jacobin club, Robespierre began an attack on political opponents on both sides of the political spectrum, declaring that “Desmoulins is a bizarre conglomeration of truths and lies, of policies and absurdities, of sane views and peculiar, chimerical projects.” (R530).  In the very same speech, Robespierre directs criticism at Hébert, and declares the latest revolutionary crisis, the fact that “The Convention itself…is exposed the intrigues of foreign parties”, and that “Pitt…devastated to see…reason triumphing [in France], have no remaining methods other than to dissolve the National Convention.” (R 531) Robespierre also makes the politically expedient rhetorical choice of linking this new conspiracy of internal corruption to the Girondins and the Brissotins, whose complicity with counterrevolutionary treachery proved itself through the defection of Dumouriez.  By linking these newest conspiracies to ones that risked major French military defeats in the past, Robespierre again confers an air of gravity on the crisis at hand, providing a new reason to sustain revolutionary government.  Robespierre’s reaction to the fact that an initially hébertiste scandal has come to involve his Indulgent friends Danton, Camille Desmoulins, and Fabre d’Églantine is especially telling.  Rather than defending them, Robespierre abandons them one by one when his acquaintance with them threatens to draw him into a scandal, yet another example of a seeming emphasis on political power over personal loyalty.   Soon after this scandal comes to a conclusion with a plethora of executions in April, Robespierre finds a new fiend in a series of alleged assassination attempts on his person.  Again, Robespierre casts these attempts as yet the next attempt of the same counterrevolutionary conspirators, declaring that “Ils ont cherché a dissourdre la Convention nationale par l’avilissement et par la corruption: la Convention…s’est relevée triomphante sur la ruine des factions, et sous l’éguide du people français: mais il leur reste l’assassinat!” (R 645) The pattern of provoking crisis, initially brought to mind by Robespierre’s attack on atheism immediately after major military victories, is firmly established.  Robespierre’s portrayal of assassination as a last resort is telling, exposing his recurring attempts to portray the crisis at hand as the last attempt of counter-revolution to destroy the Republic.

In his attack on atheism, Robespierre declares that “The Kings of Europe have seen their armies defeated everywhere… the French people committed to defend their liberty, and powerful enough to exterminate their enemies…they have made a last attempt to divide us: they have denounced as an atheist and immoral nation.” (R 498) The same sense of finality comes across during the Châbot corruption scandal, where Robespierre proclaims that “Yes, it is true that our liberty is still in danger, perhaps the last danger which they [foreign tyrants/counter-revolutionaries] have at their disposal.” (R 564) What explains this repeated emphasis on finality, the idea that whatever crisis at hand is the enemy’s last attempt, especially in light of the fact that after each such assertion until his death, Robespierre finds a new ‘last crisis’? Some insight to this question is found in Robespierre’s outline of the principles of revolutionary government, where he says that “to achieve the peaceful reign of constitutional law, one must finish the war of liberty against tyranny…this is the goal of revolutionary government…” (R543).  Such proclamations of an ultimate desire to create constitutional government abound through these speeches, albeit implicitly.  Although Robespierre’s true intent is suspect, his political credibility partially rests on ultimately achieving the goal of constitutional government.  By constantly portraying ultimate victory as an imminent consequence of vigorous action in the present, Robespierre makes his demands seem urgent and makes their potential reward irresistible to the Convention, while at the same time staving off accusations of tyranny and dictatorship.


However, a political reading of Robespierre, especially one that concludes Robespierre’s action represents nothing but a fine-tuned political strategy, falls short of explaining important speeches and decisions.  Although Robespierre’s protection of religion against atheist extremism can be convincingly explained using political reasoning, his turn from mere protection of the church to advocacy of a new ‘Cult of the Supreme Being’ cannot be. If Robespierre had merely denounced the feudal excesses of the church, almost universally detested by peasants, that would not have been a blunder.  Unfortunately, just a few months after making a first step at re-legitimization of the revolution with the peasantry through his attack on dechristianization, Robespierre made the blunder of attacking Catholicism wholesale, exclaiming “How different is the god of nature from that of the priests! I don’t know anything closer to atheism than the religion they [priests] have created …they have made it [God] a ball of fire, then a cow, then a tree, then a man, then a king.” (R 632)  It is clear that Robespierre is going beyond a mere diatribe at the corruption and oppression of the Catholic Church.  Rather, he is attacking the notion of God itself as presented by traditional religion, and offering in its place a religion oriented around an almost deist Supreme being, civic virtues, patriotism, and verbal homage to liberty.  In spite of his history of attacking dechristianization, Robespierre’s Cult of the Supreme Being has the trappings of Fouché’s ‘Cult of Brutus’ (Doyle 259) in its emphasis on republican ideals, substituting a vague Supreme Being for the person of Brutus. By going from popular reform of the church to an attack on its fundamental values and an attempt to replace it, Robespierre risked provoking a violent reaction from the religious peasantry of France.  Although such an uprising did not take place, perhaps because Robespierre’s régime did not last long enough for peasants to recover from the memory of the Vendée, the fact that Robespierre risked making a mistake very similar to that of the atheists is evidence of the fact that he was guided by motivations other than opportunistic political logic.

Another departure from political wisdom comes in January 1794, when during an address to the Jacobins, Robespierre says that “Camille [Desmoulins] et Hébert ont également des torts à mes yeux.  Hébert s’occupe trop de lui-même, il veut que tout le monde ait les yeux sur lui, il ne pense pas assez à l’interet national.” (R530)  It is amidst such declarations that Robespierre makes one of his first crucial political errors by simultaneously alienating both of his institutional constituencies, the radical hébertistes and the “Indulgent Faction.” Little more than three months after an hébertist inspired popular insurrection assured the rise of Robespierre’s revolutionary government, Robespierre abandoned the hébertistes. Although this may seem politically sound because of the hébertistes’ controversial extremism, their advocacy of dechristianization, and their involvement in the ‘Châbot’ corruption scandal, this was actually a crucial blunder.  The hébertistes and their enragé predecessors, through their advocacy of popular demands like price controls, were able to control the forces of popular insurrection in Paris.  By forsaking the hébertistes, Robespierre forfeited a violent insurance policy against future legislative impasses, and put his political destiny into the hands of the capricious members of the National Convention.  Although the accusations against the hébertistes may well have been true, a defter politician would have ignored the corruption in their own political self-interest. At the very same time, Robespierre made the blunder of turning his back on the Indulgents whose own accusations had originally served as his pretense for cracking down on the hébertistes.  Although some would argue that this was not a blunder, but rather an attempt at feigning centrism to strength his political hand, one cannot ignore the fact that Robespierre was simultaneously abandoning both his base of popular support as well as important political figures like Danton, who otherwise might have staved off the fateful political attack on Robespierre in July.  The fact that Robespierre did not take full stock of such political situations is exemplified by his behavior during the last week of July 1794, when after being denounced by the Convention and arrested, he made a last futile attempt to summon the forces of popular insurrection (Ward 320-323), almost as if he were unaware of the fact that he had sealed his own fate by abandoning the hébertistes.  In later speeches, perhaps with the hope of propagating the atmosphere of crisis already shown to be so conducive to ‘revolutionary government’, Robespierre makes progressively larger blunders, accusing portions of the National Convention of wanting to corrupt the Revolution, and then making similar accusations of treachery against the Committee of General Defense/Security and finally even against other members of the Committee of Public Safety.  Robespierre’s attack on rivals among France’s new political elite might not have been a blunder if he could still rely on popular support directed by the hébertistes, but his turn on them made these crucial political blunders, ones that removed his base of power and probably contributed largely to his downfall.  To fully understand Robespierre, one must look beyond political considerations to the ideological realm.


The dominating ideological motive in these speeches is “virtue”.  Robespierre defines it most concisely as “nothing other than a love of one’s country and its laws.” (R 544), but Robespierre’s idea of virtue also includes modesty, poverty, and humility (R 519).  All this leaves no doubt that Robespierre is discussing the same ‘republican virtue’ outlined by Montesquieu, who lists as ‘heroic virtues’ “…the love of our country, of the thirst of true glory, of self-denial, of the sacrifice of our dearest interests…” (The Spirit of the Laws 503) Robespierre’s virtue has an even more puritanical bent, as shown by his belief that “a man who lacks public virtue cannot have private virtue either.” (R 682) His subsequent denunciation of Necker’s family life shows that this idea runs the opposite way as well.  Of Robespierre’s personal life, it said that he was characterized by “simple wants, rigorous economy, a disregard of fine company, an avoidance of expensive habits”.  (Harpers 356)  That “the vicissitudes of the fortune, influence, and popularity of Robespierre affected no change in his simple mode of living” (Harper’s 357) attests to the fact that Robespierre’s belief in personal virtue was credible and transcended his rhetoric.

Although his statement that “la république n’a pour elle que les vertus” (R 519) has an air of rhetorical exaggeration, it shows that at the very least, Robespierre wants virtue to be seen as the highest principle of a functional republic.  This idea is reinforced by Robespierre’s belief that “Of all the decrees which have saved the republic, the only one which would have rooted out corruption and stamped out tyranny is the one which made…virtue the order of the day” (R 680) and his assertion that “if this decree had been executed, liberty would be perfectly established.” (R 680)  An interesting pattern in both of these statements is the implicit subordination of other revolutionary values to virtue, more specifically, both of these statements portray liberty as a corollary to virtue, and this hierarchy of revolutionary mantras may help explain how Robespierre saw the Terror, supposedly a punitive instrument of virtue, as a method of establishing liberty.  Robespierre makes this subordination explicit through his conviction that “one must always return to these principles: public virtue and supreme justice are the two sovereign laws under which one must shape all those [laws] which are made in the interest of patriotism.” (R 686)  One cannot examine these speeches without noticing the surprising dearth of the word égalité, especially when they are so showered with references to virtue.  Even if Robespierre’s continual accusations and evocations of imminent crisis were partially motivated by political self-interest, their emphasis is not on specific evidence (or cynically, libel), but rather on the idea that the accused have somehow sullied the virtue of the republic; Robespierre, when condemning Julien for his role in the Châbot scandal, makes no official issue of the actual financial crimes involved, rather he assaults Julien for allowing “the virtues of Republicans to be [were] slandered.” (R 578)  If one ventures the hypothesis that Robespierre was, to some extent, truly driven by ideological virtue, some of his politically inexpedient decisions and statements begin to make more sense.  For example, the abandonment of both the Hébertists and the Indulgents makes sense if one ventures the hypothesis that he abandons them because they are sullied by corruption.  The fact that Robespierre abandons Danton and company immediately after using their accusations to attack opponents on the other side of the political spectrum makes sense if Robespierre, rather than being concerned with maintaining a stable support group for his own power, wanted the Revolution to be virtuous in the vein already described.  The tolerance of even the appearance of corruption, a plausible alternative for a political pragmatist, becomes impossible, as corruption is the most fatal of all flaws in a worldview colored by the ideology of virtue.  In this light, one realizes that it is no accident Robespierre believes that “Sparta shines like a flash of lightning in the immense shadows [of crime and tyranny].” (R 608)


Although vapid references to antiquity pervade the rhetoric of the revolutionary era, Robespierre’s choice of Sparta is very telling.  The ostensible goals of ‘liberty, equality, and fraternity’ stated by other French revolutionaries would seem to be better served by the Golden Age of Athens and its idealized system of direct democracy.  Robespierre, however, sees the sparse, militaristic model of Sparta, as a better object of aspiration for the French Revolution.  The choice of Sparta betrays the fact that in Robespierre’s mind, democratic values are subordinated to republican virtue and patriotism.  Sparta was officially a monarchy, but real power rested in an executive council, whose political decisions were subject to a simple veto or vote of approval by a democratic assembly of males.  This bears eerie parallels to the relationship between the Committee of Public Safety and the National Convention inaugurated under the auspices of Robespierre. Robespierre refers to the ancients again in his discussion of the danger of a democratic society without virtue.   He notices that when Rome fell prey to tyranny, it “existed only in Brutus.” (R 547)  In other words, to Robespierre, adherence to principles of republican virtue is more important than popular rule, and corruption of the majority can justify minority rule.  It is in the Spartan attitude that societal interests are more important than individual interests that one finds Robespierre’s next Enlightenment inspiration, Jean-Jacques Rousseau.


Although the lack of explicit citations bolsters the slim possibility the Robespierre did not know Montesquieu’s work, there is no such doubt with Rousseau.  During a debate on constitutional law Robespierre stated that “J.J. Rousseau a dit que le pouvour legislative constituait l’essence de la souveraineté, puisqu’il était la volonté générale…” (RII 615).  Robespierre’s fixation on the general will parallels Rousseau’s belief that the general will is more than the composite collection of individual wills, as he sees the duty of revolutionary government to be “to defend public liberty [it] …” (R 513).  Robespierre’s emphasis on protecting public liberty, as opposed to individual liberty, exemplifies his collectivist philosophy.  Admittedly, Robespierre seems to confuse general will with public liberty, but the fact that Rousseau inspired Robespierre becomes clearer with the ‘Cult of the Supreme Being.’


Robespierre’s Cult of the Supreme Being draws on Rousseau’s belief in the need for a ‘civic religion’ in a republic, but is also justified using Montesquieu’s conception of virtue.  Rousseau thought that a republic must have “a civil profession of faith…not exactly as religious dogma, but as social sentiments without which a man cannot be a good citizen…The dogmas of civil religion ought to be few, simple, and exactly worded…The existence of a mighty, intelligent, and beneficent Divinity, possessed of foresight and providence…the sanctity of the social contract and the laws: these are its positive dogmas.” (Contrat 352) Using almost the same words, Robespierre denounced the repressive dogma of the Catholic Church, but emphatically declared the existence of God and the error of atheism.  Rousseau never specifies why he thinks that a civil religion is necessary, but Robespierre does, telling the Convention that “The idea of a Supreme being …is a continual call to justice; thus it is republican and social…the chief roles of society is to create in him [in man] an…instinct which, without the slow help of reason, will cause him to do good and avoid evil.” (R 623)  Although Robespierre doesn’t specifically refer to virtue in this quote, he insinuates that his ‘civic religion’ will force citizens to be socially responsible and moral.  Robespierre’s further reveals his utilitarian approach to religion when he says, “I can’t conceive of how nature could have inspired man to create more useful fictions…if the existence of God and the immortality of the soul are nothing but dreams, they are still the most beautiful dreams of the human spirit.” (R 623)  In other words, the legitimacy of spiritual claims is irrelevant to Robespierre, but their use in instilling republican virtue is not.  Outside the realm of virtue, Robespierre’s ideology differs markedly from Montesquieu’s.


Though steeped in virtue, Robespierre’s ideology diverges from Montesquieu’s on issues of governance and law.  Robespierre, in his zealous desire to instill France with virtue, finds constitutional liberties a hindrance in dealing with counter-revolutionary schemes, accusing those who “invoke the literal execution of constitutional adages” of “doing so only to violate them with impunity.” (R 513)  Robespierre sees calls for adherence to constitutional law as a mask for counter-revolution, and as a result, believes that constitutional rights should only be accorded to “only to peaceful citizens: The only citizens in the republic are republicans.” (R 551)  In his desire for an expeditious judicial system that satisfies political desires for the punishment of apparent treachery, Robespierre sees unconstitutional means as a perfectly legitimate method of establishing a constitutional government. In some sense, he presciently anticipates the later Bolshevik notion that dictatorship is a necessary phase in the revolutionary road to democratic communism.  Rather than being guarantees against tyranny in the vein of Montesquieu, Robespierre almost sees civil rights as a reward for cooperation with his ‘reign of virtue.’  The notion that “the slowness of judgments” that necessarily comes in a legal system imbued with inviolable civil rights “amounts to impunity” (R 553) pervades these speeches.  Robespierre goes as far as to attack civil rights that existed during ancien régime, such as the assumption of innocence in criminal proceedings.  In fact, Robespierre expresses the intellectually immature yet oft articulated notion that fear of the authorities amounts to guilt, stating that “innocence never fears public surveillance.” (R 595)  There is some precedent for this contempt for ‘the letter of law’ in Rousseau’s Social Contract, where J.J. states that “the maxim of civil right…does not apply in this case [a society governed by the sovereign general will.” (Contrat 331).  Rousseau seems to advocate an organic and evolving law, assuming that a society truly obedient to the general will always have the best interests of its citizens in mind.  However, Rousseau does not articulate anywhere near Robespierre’s vehement anger at those who hide behind their constitutionally guaranteed rights, and ultimately, one must conclude that the doctrine of ‘impatience’ with strict legalism articulated by Robespierre is to some extent his own creation.


Robespierre asserts independence from the Enlightenment through a rejection of its libertine zeitgeist and a clearly distaste for abstract philosophy.  In his attacks on atheism, Robespierre constantly associates it with aristocratic libertines, and his association of personal morality with public virtue manifests his disapproval of the free love that libertines practiced.  Robespierre accuses the encyclopédistes of being “ambitious charlatans” (R 627), hypocrites who “in political matters, always assert the rights of the people”, but who are “sponsored by despots”.  The fact that Robespierre did not wholly embrace anyone Enlightenment ideology might lead one to the mistaken conclusion that he merely drew on Enlightenment literature to meet immediate political necessities.  However, the composition of Robespierre’s mixture of Enlightenment philosophies is, with some changes in degree, consistent in these speeches, consisting of an emphasis on Montesquieu’s republican virtue, an outward respect for the general will, and a disdain for institutional intellectualism and abstraction.  Furthermore, the inadequacy of a political reading of Robespierre to explain the events during which this ideological rhetoric was used clearly indicates that genuine ideology was certainly at play to some extent.  Robespierre’s dislike for hypocrisy and the institutional values of the Enlightenment as a whole bring to bear the first of several similarities between his ideology and the revolutionary mentalité of the ​sans-culottes of Paris.


From a limited examination of sans-culottes documents, one can begin to appreciate their worldview.  Like Robespierre, the sans-culottes saw mere apathy towards radical revolution as counter-revolutionary.  Representatives of the Paris Commune, in their description of those to be investigated under the auspices of the newly empowered Revolutionary Tribunal, include “those who, having done nothing against liberty, have done nothing for it.” (Baker 339)  To the sans-culottes, mere counter-revolutionary intent is a crime worthy of execution, and their demands for vigilance against hoarders, calling for “a special jury for hoarders” (Baker 337) echo Robespierre’s demands for expediting punishment at the expense of the written law.  These documents portray sans-culottes as aspirants to a simple, pure family life, and as eager daily participants in sectional democracy.  The sans-culottes intentionally draw a contrast between their own modest existence and the libertine salon life of intellectuals, demonstrating an undeniable emphasis for personal virtue and a distrust for institutional society.  The aforementioned description of suspicious persons carries explicit distrust for abstract thought in its inclusion of “Those…who speak mysteriously of the misfortunes of the republic…are full of pity for the lot of the people” (Baker 338).  In spite of these parallels between Robespierre’s ideology and the sans-culottes worldview, one sees the first point of departure between the two in the aforementioned emphasis on sectional democracy.


In addition to his abandonment of the hébertistes, Robespierre also broke away from his apparent ties to the sans-culottes mentalité through his dismantling of sectional government.  This feat, undertaken with the supposed goal of stabilizing France against revolutionary excesses, was accomplished through a re-organization of intersectional institutions, the limitation of meetings to a biweekly schedule, and official ‘compensation’ that amounted to a dissent suppressing bribe.  Beyond these institutional changes, Robespierre also failed to vigorously pursue the daily material concerns of sans-culottes. In spite of their emphasis on virtue, the fundamentally working class sans-culottes focused on their practical daily need for sustenance.  While Robespierre focused on defeating international cabals and subversive ideologies, the ​sans-culottes pursuit of vigorous punishment centered on a desire to put an end to economic speculation, their pursuit of swift justice on discouraging hoarding.  Furthermore, it is naïve to reconstruct their collective mentality from a documentary of their world; a complete picture requires an examination of their actions.  These were, after all, the bread rioters who reacted to shortages by storming bakeries and paying for bread at a fair price.  All these examples manifest an unswerving dedication to a class idea of economic justice that was abandoned by Robespierre.

At the tail end of 1792, Robespierre was telling the Convention that “La liberté de commerce est nécessaire jusqu’au point où la cupidité commence à en abuser” (Discours 51) and advocating the radical demand for equality of basic means of existence in his assertion that “Il faut que je sois assez riche pour acheter du pain, pour moi et pour mes enfants.” (Discours 52) Robespierre even put forth policy proposals to end grain hoarding that centered around a vigorous regulation of the grain trade. (Discours 57)  When placed on the Committee of Public Safety, Robespierre even “noted [noting] to himself that its priorities must be ‘food supplies’ and ‘popular’ laws.” (Doyle 246) Robespierre, in spite of these apparent ties between his ideology and the worldview of the sans-culottes, failed to deliver on several accounts.  Robespierre’s speeches from September 1793 until his downfall in 1794 portray a shocking dearth of mention of economic policy.  In fact, his one address on the topic was essentially a declaration of the need to provide better compensation to soldiers and their families, more an effort to bolster the patriotism and virtue of French army than an attempt to satisfy the sans-culottes, yet another example of the subordination of principles like equality and economic justice to Robespierre’s obsession with virtue.  Robespierre also fell out with the sans-culottes on labor policy, ending an April 1794 tobacco strike under the pretext of Le Chapelier Law, effectively a ban on unions.  If one looks earlier in Robespierre’s career, specifically to the evening of June 14, 1791, when the Le Chapelier Law was passed (Doyle 149), it is evident that Robespierre made no speech to oppose the law (RII), in spite of the fact that he was already an active revolutionary orator.

Not quite a ‘working class hero’, Robespierre nonetheless reflects the sans-culottes’ mentalité in his speeches through his emphasis on virtue and his suspicion of abstract thought and the salon-dominated libertine Enlightenment.  A political reading of Robespierre, centered on the hypothesis that he was a political opportunist trying to hold on to power, goes a long way towards explaining his rhetoric and actions, especially his continual evocation of crises, real or perceived, and his attack on leftist atheism.  Robespierre ultimately makes several political blunders, blunders that reveal an incomplete political battle plan and points the reader towards the realm of ideology, where his peculiar mixture of ‘republican virtue’ and disdain for the institutional Enlightenment explain his most outstanding acts of political suicide and his unrelenting desire to sustain revolutionary government.  
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