
The Revolutionary Career of Maximilien
Robespierre: The Man Behind the French
Revolution
When we think of the French Revolution, one name that comes to mind is
Maximilien Robespierre. Known for his radical ideals and tireless pursuit of
justice, Robespierre played a crucial role in shaping the course of the revolution.
In this article, we will delve into the life and career of Robespierre, examining his
rise to power, his implacable belief in the power of the people, and the
controversial legacy he left behind.

Early Life and Education

Maximilien François Marie Isidore de Robespierre was born on May 6, 1758, in
Arras, a small town in northern France. The third son of a lawyer, Robespierre
grew up in a comfortable middle-class household. Despite his bourgeois
upbringing, he was deeply affected by the social inequalities he witnessed around
him, which would later fuel his revolutionary spirit.

Robespierre began his education at the College of Arras, where he excelled in his
studies, showing particular interest in law. His exceptional academic performance
earned him a scholarship to the prestigious Louis-le-Grand School in Paris. It was
during his time here that he began developing his political convictions.
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Revolutionary Ideals Take Shape

After completing his education, Robespierre returned to Arras to practice law.
However, his experiences with the corruption of the legal system further solidified
his belief in the need for radical change. He became heavily involved in politics
and joined several philosophical and political clubs, where he became acquainted
with influential thinkers of the time.

Robespierre's uncompromising stance on social justice quickly gained him
attention, and he became known for his fiery speeches denouncing oppression
and injustice. He was soon elected to the Estates-General, the governing body of
France, in 1789. It was in this position that Robespierre would make his mark on
history.

The Reign of Terror

As the revolution intensified, Robespierre became one of the key figures in the
radical Jacobin Club. His reputation as an impassioned advocate of the people's
rights led to his election as president of the National Convention in 1793. This
position gave him immense power and control over the direction of the revolution.
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Under Robespierre's leadership, France experienced a period known as the
Reign of Terror. Fueled by the belief that the revolution was under threat from
counter-revolutionaries, Robespierre and his supporters used extreme measures
to maintain control. Thousands of individuals were executed by the guillotine,
including King Louis XVI and Queen Marie Antoinette.

However, as the Reign of Terror continued, Robespierre himself became
increasingly despotic. His obsession with purging anyone he perceived as a
threat to the revolution led to the execution of many innocent individuals. Dissent
was not tolerated, and freedom of speech was suppressed.

The Downfall and Legacy

Despite his previous popularity, Robespierre's dictatorial reign became too much
for many, including members of his own party. In 1794, a counter-revolutionary
faction successfully conspired against him, leading to his arrest and eventual
execution. His downfall marked the end of the Reign of Terror and ushered in a
period of relative stability in France.

The legacy of Maximilien Robespierre is a subject of great debate among
historians. Some view him as a ruthless dictator whose extreme measures led to
the loss of countless lives. Others, however, view him as a visionary who
genuinely believed in creating a just society. Regardless of one's opinion, there is
no denying the impact Robespierre had on the course of the French Revolution.

Maximilien Robespierre's career as a revolutionary leader was a roller coaster
ride of idealism, power, and ultimately downfall. His unwavering commitment to
social justice and his controversial methods have left an indelible mark on history.
Whether we view him as a hero or a villain, Robespierre's influence cannot be
ignored. The French Revolution would not have been the same without him.
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In changing forever the political landscape of the modern world, the French
Revolution was driven by a new personality: the confirmed, self-aware
revolutionary. Maximilien Robespierre originated the role, inspiring such devoted
twentieth-century disciples as Lenin—who deemed Robespierre a Bolshevik
avant la lettre.

Although he dominated the Committee for Public Safety only during the last year
of his life, Robespierre was the Revolution in flesh and blood. He embodies its
ideological essence, its unprecedented extremes, its absolutist virtues and vices;
he incarnated a new, completely politicized self to lead a new, wholly regenerated
society.

Yet as historian David P. Jordan observes, Robespierre has remained an enigma.
While his revolutionary career embraced the most crucial years of the
Revolutions—1789 to 1794—it was little presaged by the unremarkable course of
his early life. The Jacobin leader to whom the revolutionary masses clung is thus
both as mysterious as his remote provincial past and as awesome as the world-
shaking regicide he inspired.
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Confronted by these extremes, historians have often contented themselves to
caricature Robespierre as an antichrist, a bourgeois manipulator of the rabble, or
a canny political tactician. Jordan looks to Robespierre’s own self-conception for
a true understanding of the man and his Revolution.

Indeed, Robespierre wrote about himself often, and at length. Influenced by
Enlightenment rationalism and the new literary genre of autobiography, he left
behind a voluminous body of speeches, newspaper articles, and pamphlets laced
with reflections and revelations about his self-created destiny as living martyr and
revolutionary Everyman. From these thoughts and words, Jordan attempts to
uncover Robespierre, to reveal what made this unlikely figure—onetime provincial
lawyer, small-town académicien, and uninspired versifier—the most important in
revolutionary France.
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