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The research attempts to explain, from the perspective of Historical Studies of Revolutions, Maximilien Robespierre's hostility to France's state religion and how it led to the excesses of the Terror between 1792-1794. Robespierre appeared at the most radical phase of the Revolution, that began in 1792 and lasted up to 1794. He placed the belief in the Revolution as a priority to everything and justified faith in the cult of the Supreme Being as part of France's new Revolution. Robespierre is a controversial figure. In the historiography, historians are divided between those who are infatuated with him and those that are against him. I will attempt to show that Robespierre was an extremist,​[1] who sought to force on the people, a one system of belief in a Revolution that is based on a new modern religion that justified committing excesses against anyone suspected of not adhering to Robespierre's revolutionary view. 

To modernize French society, Robespierre sought to divert people away from traditional Christianity by introducing a new system of belief that was based on the Supreme Being. This led to a reaction by both traditionalists who felt alienated by the new faith and non-religious components within French society who accused Robespierre of being an apologist to Christianity. Robespierre thus reverted to terror tactics to deal with his opponents from both sides. Robespierre and his secularist opponents agreed however that Christianity could never return to the same status it was in before the Revolution, otherwise the purpose of the Revolution itself would be meaningless. The position of religion in French society continued to be a problematic issue under Robespierre and after his demise. It was Robespierre who said: "...Let the despot govern his brutalized subjects by terror; he is right to do this, as a despot. Subdue liberty's enemies by terror, and you will be right, as founders of the Republic." ​[2] Robespierre's Cult of the Supreme Being, was meant to supplant Catholicism and get rid of what he called the "superstitions" of Catholicism.  Anyone who opposed The Cult of the Supreme Being was considered an opponent of the Republic and therefore anyone who opposed the Republic had to be eliminated. 

Robespierre justified every act of violence in his defense of the Republic. He viewed the priests as the major enemies of the Republic. In a 1794 speech, he stated:


Quel était le motif de cette grande opération tramée dans les ténèbres de la nuit, à l’insu de la Convention nationale, par des prêtres, par des étrangers et par des conspirateurs ? Était-ce l’amour de la patrie ? La patrie leur a déjà infligé le supplice des traîtres. Était-ce la haine des prêtres ? Les prêtres étaient leurs amis. Était-ce l’horreur du fanatisme ? C’était le seul moyen de lui fournir des armes. Était-ce le désir de hâter le triomphe de la raison ? Mais on ne cessait de l’outrager par des violences absurdes, par des extravagances concertées pour la rendre odieuse ; on ne semblait la reléguer dans les temples que pour la bannir de la république. ​[3]



What was the motive for this great operation plotted in the darkness of the night, without the knowledge of the National Convention, by priests, by foreigners and by conspirators? Was it love of country? The homeland has already inflicted on them the torture of traitors. Was it hatred of the priests? The priests were their friends. Was it the horror of fanaticism? It was the only way to provide him with weapons. Was it the desire to hasten the triumph of reason? But they continued to outrage her with absurd violence, with concerted extravagances to make her odious; it only seemed to be relegated to the temples to banish it from the republic. ​[4]





In this sense, many historians, who defended the Robespierrian Republic were motivated to defend Robespierre and not to question his motive behind his new religion that hindered the freedom of consciousness and religion and made enemies out of Catholic priests. Historians with socialist leanings have presented Robespierre in a positive light and justified the horrors he committed with his disciples in the name of the Republic. Socialist historians have not denied the excesses committed by Robespierre, but claimed that a revolution without excesses is not a revolution. The didactic explanation of Robespierre's personality as "incorruptible" (as termed by his followers) distorts the image of this figure, who sacrificed many people, including his own friends, to, what socialists claimed, fulfill the needs of the Revolution.  

I will endeavor to show a balanced view that does not present Robespierre as a hero, since many people perished under his regime and highlight the fact that he was the first revolutionary to ban traditional religions, mainly Christianity for his own ideological reasons. The primary sources will include public records, letters, diaries, and eyewitness accounts of events. The secondary sources will include books, journal articles, and biographies.

One can still obtain information about Robespierre from memoires written, before, during and after the Terror. Abbé Augustin Barruel demonstrated in his work, The Memoirs Illustrating the History of Jacobinism (1798), how the Jacobins provoked the common masses to go against the ancient regime.​[5] Another historian of the same generation was Madame de Stael who, in her work, Considérations sur la révolution française, (1818) indicated that the Republic was endangered under the rule of Robespierre. She said, regarding Robespierre: “His political fanaticism had a character of calmness and austerity which made him feared by all his colleagues.” ​[6] Robespierre and other revolutionaries with him, wanted to establish a new order to do away with divine kingship and Catholicism that is associated with the ancien Regime. 

The French Revolution of 1789 was the first modern Revolution to contest religion and to promote secularism first in France, then Europe, and then the entire world. It is not possible to disassociate this irreligious sentiment from the politico-religious wars in Europe that began with the emergence of the Protestant Reformation until the eighteenth century. Although, the European leaders agreed to the resultant religious divisions of their states such as with Protestant England and Catholic France, religious minorities remained persecuted. It is because of these bloody wars of religion and minority persecutions, that many Christians began to question "whether war and persecution should really be a feature of religion."​[7]

There is no doubt, as other historians have confirmed, that the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes in France led to an increase in anticlericalism. ​[8] The developing anticlericalism of such groups was still associated with a specific religious outlook. Thanks to these early critiques of anticlericalism, the irreligious anticlericalism began to disseminate with the help of freemasons, and free-thinkers’ organizations in Europe. According to Wolfram Kaiser, "there was thus a close affinity between European freemasonry and the radical Enlightenment of the eighteenth century."  Masonic organizations contributed to the spread of anti-religious sentiments and atheism that accompanied the French Revolution. ​[9]

The philosophes of the Enlightenment thus pointed to the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Wars of Religion as "the height of Christian barbarity." They wanted to show the religious nature of those wars in order to attack the intolerance of the established Churches and governments. ​[10]  The philosophes wanted to raise the awareness of the reader regarding the Thirty Years War and the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes as evidence for the degenerate nature of the hierarchical Church. ​[11] 

Anticlericalism spread among the philosophes and the encyclopedists. The French literary figure, Voltaire began his attack on the clergy and revealed religion; French philosopher, Claude Adrien Helvetius promoted atheism; and Rousseau promoted "the Neo-Christianity of the Vicaire Savoyard." ​[12] It is against this background that many revolutionaries and including Robespierre adopted anti-clericalism because of the bad reputation of the Church in the past and which continued in their own epoch. A. C. Kors claimed that late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries led to debates that promoted "atheistic thought" and eventually the adoption of "atheistic philosophy". According to Kors, theological and religious movements became discredited and thus opened a "breach exploited by forms of rationalism, naturalism and religious skepticism." ​[13]

S. J. Barnett admitted that there was sufficient evidence to show how "many Christians before or around the mid-century were disillusioned by divisions within Christianity and its political use."​[14] Just a century and a half before the Enlightenment, Europeans began to express anticlerical sentiments. Protestants and Catholics were anticlerical regarding each other. ​[15] Thousands of anticlerical publications began to be published in the eighteenth century.​[16]

The French Enlightenment was characterized by hostility to religion that was more evident in France than elsewhere in Europe.​[17] Peter McPhee pointed to Robespierre's final blow to Christianity by introducing a new cult, the Cult of the Supreme Being, that no longer believed in the biblical God: "Instead of the cruel God of the Catholic religion, this would be a people’s cult with its own martyrs and values that reflected the birth of a new era, the era of equality." ​[18]

France's new faith was Deism, a product of the European Enlightenment, which elevated reason above faith and "destroyed much of the religious dogma of the Dark Ages." ​[19] According to Joseph Waligore the French Deist revolutionaries believed that God existed, but rejected Christianity and other revealed religions. They believed that Christianity was a false religion because it encouraged superstitious ceremonies and had irrational doctrines. ​[20] The hostility toward Christianity led to the emergence of the dechristianization movement, which was one of the chief causes of the Terror, due to the rupture between the Catholic Church and the revolution beginning in 1791. ​[21] 

Even before the coming of Robespierre, revolutionary leaders believed that Catholicism promoted inequality and servitude in contrast to Republican virtues of liberty and fraternity. They attacked Catholicism as a superstitious cult that contradicted the Revolution’s goals of reason. ​[22] It has become clear that the Revolutionaries' aim was to remove Church influence on the society, particularly in social matters relating to marriage, divorce, and education. In 1791, the constitution deprived the monarchy of its religious features.​[23] Robespierre was not opposed to any of these anti-religious measures because he believed in the Revolution and Republicanism. Robespierre was fascinated with the ideas of the Enlightenment concerning natural religion and reason as opposed to what he and other philosophes of the Enlightenment considered the superstitious nature of revealed religions. Robespierre developed his own version of the Enlightenment.​[24] 

Although Robespierre did not deny the existence of God, he made Him powerless, and he shaped Him as he liked. He indicated the superiority of man and reason by declaring: "The Arts and Sciences are the richest gift that Heaven has made to men."  The Sciences are the product of a reason and that there was no miracle by Heaven as it is emptied "of an avenging God." ​[25] His Supreme Being resembled the Christian conception of God, but it did not have the many of the ceremonies found in Catholicism. He saw the radicalism of the dechristianization movement has alienated France’s neighbors and drove people into the counterrevolutionary organizations. ​[26]

In new public festivals, and the Festival of the Supreme Being, Robespierre set out to enforce the idea of ‘virtue’ of the Revolution in the people. ​[27] Despite the demise of Robespierre, the separation of religion from the realm of politics has become an established fact, which Robespierre's policies have helped to bring about and its effects are still felt today. Robespierre sought to promote a new understanding of religion that became more ideological and based on the cult of the Supreme Being. 

He wanted to replace what he considered an outdated Christianity, whose clergy were associated with the corrupt aristocratic regime, with a modern religion that gave sanctity to revolution and its leadership, the Committee of Public Safety, as the new prophets. In his first speech during the Festival of the Supreme Being in 1794, Robespierre indicated that the sole deity worthy of worship is his Supreme Being and that the only true religion was that of the Cult of the Supreme Being. Any other religion would not be accepted in his new France. He stated: 


Republican Frenchmen, it is up to you to purify the land they have soiled and to recall the justice they have banished. Liberty and virtue sprang together from the breast of the divinity, and one cannot remain among men without the other.

Generous people, do you want to triumph over your enemies? Practice justice and render the divinity the only cult worthy of it. People, today let us give ourselves over, under its auspices, to the just transports of a pure happiness, Tomorrow we will again combat vices and tyrants; we will give the world the example of republican virtues. And in doing this we honor it again.​[28]



The French Protestant leader, M. Edmond Pressense indicated, in the early nineteenth century that the Terror, for Robespierre was necessary and "a mark of the goodness of Providence." Robespierre believed he was destined to correct men's wrongs because his God was on his side. In order to honor his deistic God, he had to pursue the Terror.  In honoring the Supreme Being in the festival of the seventh of May, 1794, Robespierre insulted his rivals, the Girondins and Dantons. One can see his fanaticism, in praising Rousseau as the founder of the civil religion as opposed to Christianity as well his rejection of the "aristocratic Atheists of the Encyclopedia." In this discourse, Robespierre sought to become a dictator, to establish "by legislation a new religion of State, an abstract religion, consisting of few but sharply defined dogmas, and which is to be officially professed by the country." ​[29] 

Robespierre wanted the Convention to pass a decree, in which, the worship of the Supreme Being would be enforced by a grand public festival. In his speech, Robespierre called on the State "to recognize the idea of God, not because it is true, but because it is an effective aid in governing a people." ​[30] He wanted to gain more following among the people and in particular, the religious ones. He wanted to replace Christianity with a national religion, and in his speech, he insulted fanaticism, meaning Christianity. ​[31] Through the decree of June the 12th, (24 Prairial), all legal forms in the trials of the accused before the Revolutionary Tribunal were suppressed. Instead of relying on evidence in a trial, any suspicion of the accused led to severe punishments and the death sentence. It was at this period especially that priests, both non-jurors and jurors, were deemed "the suspected," and many were thrown into prison and executed by the guillotine. Many Christians were executed as innovators of religion. Robespierre ensured they were killed before they corrupted society and misled it from the path of "true religion," the worship of the Supreme Being.​[32] 

Robespierre was fascinated, in particular, by Jean-Jacques Rousseau and his interpretation of the natural religion. According to Robespierre anyone who held traditional Christian beliefs was suspect and he called them "fanatique" (fanatical). He indicated that faith in the cult of the Supreme Being is "un coup mortel au fanatisme" (a death blow to fanaticism). He called the traditional religious beliefs "fictions that will disappear before "la Verite" (the Truth) while "les folies" (foolish ideas) will fall before "la Raison" (Reason). Robespierre also claimed that there was no need for persecution of people who held on to old beliefs since all sects will intermingle into "la religion universelle de la Nature (the universal religion of nature). ​[33] In reality, massive persecution of people who held different beliefs took place.

In Orrin Grey's words, "Robespierre’s new religion rejected the nation’s previous Catholic trappings and enshrined human reason as sacrosanct." Robespierre would, however, use reason to establish what he envisioned as public virtue.​[34] Robespierre said: "Neither let us be afraid that Heaven will see this step as an audacious effort to defy its anger, to take from it the power to punish our crimes. Do we believe that the Omnipotent needs this meteor that terrifies us, that without it His weaponless arm could no longer strike us?" He thus sought to create a new religion where there is no opposition between nature and the rational laws of science.​[35] As a result, a new rational religion was imposed, in which, all Christian worship was abolished and civic festivals were enforced, accompanied with dances in the cathedrals. This period of the Reign of Terror beginning from 1793, lasted for three and half years as suggested by older historians, or only a few months as proposed by contemporary scholars. The Christian calendar was abolished, and, in its place, a new calendar was set up that accelerated the dechristianizing movement. ​[36]

In the second chapter of the dissertation, it is vital to look at the historiography on Robespierre, to make the connections of how he sought to invent a new religion, which created a conflict within France and accelerated the Terror. Since Robespierre's death, some historians, especially socialist historians, have hailed Robespierre as a heroic, but tragic figure. Still, the majority of historians agree that "he was the man of terror," responsible for much of blood shedding that began in the Year II (beginning September 1793) when the Convention passed laws that enabled the revolutionaries to “rule by iron those who cannot be ruled by justice.” ​[37] The importance of this research is to add my voice to the majority of historians in emphasizing that Robespierre remains the man who led the Terror and I will add to this is his particular anathema to established relgion.

Robespierre's apologists attempted to portray him as a hero of the first Revolution against absolute monarchy. These apologists claimed that Robespierre had wrongly been blamed for the Terror, which was not organized under one man but was part of the nature of revolution itself that had to commit excesses, otherwise it would not be a revolution at all. Their argument will be refuted by sources that show Robespierre's involvement in the excesses of the Revolution along with other major revolutionaries. Michel Biard and Marisa Linton recognized that the claim that "The terror was simply a logical result of circumstances, devised to stave off threats of military violence and the potential annihilation of the revolutionaries and the Revolution itself, by the foreign powers and opponents from the old social elite..." was not sufficient enough to explain the excesses of murder and internal conflict among revolutionary leaders themselves. ​[38]

One can see early on, how fear and suspicion molded Robespierre's personality that would lead him later to commit crimes against people he merely suspected as not following the principles of the Revolution. With the beginning of the French Revolution in 1789, Robespierre was wary of the clergymen, in the Second Estate. On June 17, 1789, the Third Estate, composed of the common people, had officially formed the National Assembly. The Assembly claimed to represent all Frenchmen and invited the first and second estate to join them. ​[39] Most clergymen and nobles did not join. The refusal of the clergymen to join the National Assembly, angered Robespierre the most, for he owed his education to clergy members and thus, felt betrayed by their refusal. When some clergy members accused the Third Estate of allowing the people of France to starve due to their delaying of the process, Robespierre became angry and delivered his first speech in the Estates General by addressing the clergy saying: “Go and tell your colleagues that if they are so impatient to assist the suffering poor, they had better come hither and join the friends of the people...let [yourselves] forego that luxury which surrounds [you] and that splendor which makes indigence blush; let [yourselves] resume the modesty of [your] origin.” ​[40]

When many of the clergy members refused to join the National Assembly and accused it of acting against the interest of France, Robespierre became outraged and accused the Church of misleading the people. Since he saw that it was hard to influence the clergy and reforming them would be difficult, he decided to attack them. He fell to paranoia and fatalism and in one of his pamphlets, The Enemies of the People Unmasked, during his campaign to be a representative of Artois, he mentioned his fear of “internal enemies.” ​[41] His paranoia from suspects increased and showed how he suspected the clergy of sedition: 


Englishmen, Prussians, have been seen spreading through our towns and countryside, announcing senseless doctrines in the name of the National convention; unfrocked priests have been' seen at the head of seditious gatherings, for which religion was the motive or pretext. Already, patriots led into imprudent acts by hatred of fanaticism alone have been murdered; blood has already flowed in a number of districts..." ​[42] 





Liberal historians of the 1830s and 1840s believed in the ideas of the Republic and Democracy but saw Robespierre as a radical dictator who ended the period of democracy, when he took power in 1793. French journalist and historian, François Auguste Marie Mignet belonged to the liberal tradition and believed that the Revolution of 1789 was a bourgeoisie revolution, which struggled against the inequalities of the old regime. He viewed the Revolution in a historically deterministic way, ordained by providence, "which was interested not in the progress of Christianity, but in the progress of liberty." According to him, Revolution was part of a deterministic progressive history that was bound to liberate humanity.​[43] Mignet insisted that Robespierre has corrupted the path of the Revolution.

In his work, History of the French Revolution, from 1789 to 1814 (1873), Mignet blamed Robespierre for being an opportunist "who played so terrible part in our revolution." ​[44] According to Mignet, Robespierre attracted people with his patriotism and had a reputation for not being corrupt. Robespierre was backed by a fanatical sect, whose origin go back to the eighteenth century. ​[45] This sect supported Robespierre's idea regarding the absolute sovereignty of the Contrat social of J.J. Rousseau, and believed in deism. In 1793, the constitution imposed the Contrat social and the worship of the Supreme Being.​[46]

Another opposition to Robespierre came from the Idealist-Romanticist Historians like Scottish essayist and historian Thomas Carlyle, the conservative Hippolyte, the nationalist Jules Michelet, and French historian Edgar Quinet. Carlyle described Robespierre’s Committee of Public Safety in his work, The French Revolution (1837), a three-volume narrative history, as “a strange set of Cloud-Compellers the Earth never saw” ​[47] and characterized him as “sea-green incorruptible.”  ​[48] French historian, Edgar Quinet described Robespierre in his work, La Revolution (1868), " ce terrible renverseur" (this terrible rebel) who does not cease making " holocaustes " to the Republic.​[49]  Quinet indicated that Robespierre "had no scruples about felling the heads which were obstacles to the advent of justice on earth." ​[50]

Republican and socialist historians such as Etienne Cabet, Louis Blanc and Ernest Hamel have praised Robespierre's "Revolutionary leadership."  ​[51] Several historians acknowledged the virtues of Robespierre as hard-working, honest and a firm believer in democracy.​[52] Ernest Hamel who in 1868 published A Life of Robespierre in three volumes, praised Robespierre as Christ-like figure. ​[53] Socialist historians discredited liberal-minded historians for their attack on Robespierre and accused them of being bourgeois. Crouzet maintained however that it was incorrect to charge those talented historians for harboring bourgeois sentiments.​[54] However, negative aspects of Robespierre's character in research still prevailed. Most historians at the epoch condemned Robespierre for moral and humanitarian reasons. ​[55] 

French nationalist historian, Jules Michelet described Robespierre as a dictator with a "monomania of absolute purification."  In Michelet's History of the French Revolution (1869), he called Robespierre a tyrant and claimed that his dictatorship destroyed the Republic.  French historian, Adolphe Thiers saw Robespierre as "one of the vilest" beings and who had no pity for others.​[56] Thiers also called Robespierre a “bloodthirsty pontiff” and “one of the most odious beings that could have borne absolute rule over men.”  ​[57] It was thus natural, Thiers maintained that the Church remained opposed to ‘the spirit of the Revolution.' ​[58] 

Twentieth Century historians who were more accustomed to violence and war in Europe, rehabilitated Robespierre. Although, the French socialist leader, Jean Juares admired Robespierre in his work, The Socialist History of the French Revolution (1900-1), he saw Robespierre's celebration of the Supreme Being as "unfortunate." ​[59] Juares however, justified the Terror as necessary to defend the Revolution and claimed that Robespierre attempted to moderate the repression. ​[60] Marxist Historians, who followed began to shift the historiographical trend on Robespierre by giving favorable analysis of the Terror. Two main historians who admired Robespierre were Albert Mathiez and Georges Lefebvre. ​[61] Both Mathiez and Lefebvre were influenced by Stalinist politics and saw Stalin as the protector of communism, whose actions, like those of Robespierre's were justified for defending the Republic. Mathiez saw Robespierre as a true democrat and a defender of social equality.​[62] In the two works, Revolution Française (1922-7), and La vie chère et le mouvement social sous La Terreur (1927), Mathiez praised Robespierre's courageous leadership.​[63]  

Mathiez justified Robespierre's cult of the Supreme Being by indicating that "the essential point of the revolutionary religion was the adoration of the Republic of Liberty and Equality...,"  "...without mysteries, revelation, or fetishes, a religion in which the act of faith and adoration applies not to a mystical object, but to the political institution in itself, the Patrie..." ​[64] Georges Lefebvre succeeded Mathiez as President of the Society and saw Robespierre also as a defender of democracy and as a savior of the Republic.​[65] But unlike Mathiez, Lefebvre recognized Robespierre's shortcomings, as being responsible for the acceleration of the Terror. Yet he justified Robespierre's behavior as a realist during the Terror.​[66]

The Marxist French historian, Albert Soboul indicated in his work, Robespierre and the Popular Movement of 1792–94, Past and Present (May 1954) Robespierre's "... determination to be on the side of the people" that "made him into an enemy of the monarchy and of all modifications of the principle of equality." ​[67] For Mathiez and Lefebvre, Robespierre personified the principles of 1789 and "the heroic defense of the Republic against counterrevolutionary Europe in 1792–94." For Soboul, Robespierre's failure lay in conflicting class interests since the peasants and sans-culottes, whom he represented had different class interests from those of the middle-class Jacobins.​[68]

Marxist historians like Claude Mazauric and Michel Vovelle, the organization such as the Friends of Robespierre for the Bicentenary of the Revolution, the Society of Robespierrist Studies, as well as researchers like Françoise Brunel, Florence Gauthier, Jacques Guilhaumou, or the philosopher Georges Labica sought to reinterpret the figure of Robespierre and to rehabilitate the radical and social part of the French Revolution. Based on Guilhaumou's work regarding the French Revolution, he looked at Robespierre's conception of the “people”, which he evaluated as the “last class of society." It is in Robespierre's call for the reform of “morals” that he presents himself as “spokesperson” for the people. Guilhaumous along with the other socialist historians, Yannick Bosc et Sophie Wahnich and Florence Gauthier, in their work on the French Revolution insisted on “the relevance of an irredeemable politician” and on the centrality of natural law in Robespierre's conceptions and actions. ​[69] 

Marxist or Socialist historians are united in their fascination with Robespierre because of his rigidity in believing in the Republic. They admire his republicanism as legislator-philosopher, his conception of the social state, and his efforts concerning reforming the justice system. ​[70] They credit Robespierre's policies, including the Terror, as important means to save the Republic. Marxist historians avoid seeing the whole picture of the circumstances surrounding Robespierre. Richard Whatmore indicated that tyrants thrive by the demonization of those we disagree with.  To Max Weber these tyrants possessed charisma and were able to manipulate events in such a way to make them appear that there is no other alternative available except "to bowing down to the revolutionary/tyrant and carrying out his bidding." In Whatmore's words: "Even republicans who saw themselves and were seen by others to be the most virtuous in a society, such as the ‘incorruptible’ Maximilien Robespierre, ended up justifying massacre."​[71] In the same manner, many Marxist historians, still hold rigid views, in refusing to question the Terror and justifying Robespierre's Terror by giving Robespierre positive attributes in preserving the Republic. 

This rigid stance of the socialist/Marxist school has been questioned by the Revisionist School since the 1970s. The Revisionist School was not happy with the historiographical interpretation of Robespierre.  Its main advocates were Revisionist historians, Francois Furet and Denis Richet who were both communists and who disapproved of Soviet totalitarianism.​[72] British historian and Professor of French history at University College, London, Alfred Bert Carter Cobban, along with the leading revisionist French historian François Furet advocated a classical liberal view of the French Revolution. Alfred Cobban since the 1950s and until his death in 1968, was critical of the Marxist interpretation of the French Revolution. He questioned the ‘bourgeois’ elements of a revolution that was led by lawyers and administrators, "who had acquiesced in the abolition of ‘feudalism’ rather than seeking its destruction." ​[73] 

Marxist historians have argued that Robespierre was not the main organizer of the Terror massacres. According to Charles Josquin, Robespierre was the mastermind behind the Terror but Marxist historians, assert that he did not have a monopoly on repression. ​[74] François Furet attempted to show that the revolution war carried out in two stages – first the victory of the bourgeoisie in 1789 then that of the working classes in 1793. This was unfairly ruled out by Marxist historians who were happy to exalt “the idea that the dictatorship of Year II represented the interests of the people.” ​[75] Furet saw the resemblance between Stalin and Robespierre. Stalin like Robespierre liquidated his former associates in the name of the struggle against counter-revolution. According to Marxist historians, the counter-revolution was essential to revolution, which has to be wiped out. Furet rejected the Marxist interpretation where Marxist historians use the same "mechanism that justifies the present by the past, which is the hallmark of teleological history."​[76] In that sense, the people were not represented during the Robespierrist dictatorship and had been eliminated "throughout the public safety phase by militant oligarchies — the clubs, sections and committees — who were vying with the Convention for the right to be the image of the people."​[77]

In his article The Catechism on the French Revolution (1970-1), Furet criticized the Marxist interpretation for failing to explain the instability of the revolutionary government, which led to the Terror under Robespierre.​[78] In their work, La Revolution Francaise, Furet and Richet (1973) exposed the mean traits of Robespierre by which he judged people as either good or evil, patriots or traitors. ​[79] According to Furet, the struggle between the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie came to an end early in 1789. Yet violence continued as the government suffered a series of coups. He thus indicated that it was not possible to explain this radicalization in class terms when the competing faction, the Girondins, and even the Montagnards, came from the bourgeoisie. In his work, Interpreting the French Revolution (1981), Furet argued that the Revolution did not stabilize, due to "a radical, and inherently unstable, conception of democracy," which was just as absolutist as the monarchist regime and where dissent was unacceptable.​[80]

Although the Supreme Bering festival was supposed to inoculate people with a new and modern faith in place of traditional religion, Furet informed us that it did not bring freedom to oppressed people but instead accelerated the persecution of innocent people for any slight suspicion.  Furet indicated:


Accounts agree on this point, which is hard to comprehend, since the Terror was going full swing and the dread machine had been still for only a day . . . the illusion did not last very long—the bloody law of Prairial [May 1794] followed in a couple of days. Nor did the festival have a favourable effect on the Conventionnels, who had seen in it only its political, and even personal aspect. The Supreme Being did not have the same hold over them as the Committee of Public Safety. War and fear remained the political and psychological mainsprings of the revolutionary dictatorship. ​[81]



Since the 1980s, Marxist historians have attacked this revisionist school and condemned its historians as counter-revolutionary historians.​[82] Socialist historian Max Gallo published his pamphlet Lettre ouverte à Maximilien Robespierre sur les nouveaux muscadins in 1986, in which he praised Robespierre and rejected attempts to tarnish his memory. Gallo indicated that despite Robespierre's shortcomings such as his meanness and crimes, he deserved respect for being a revolutionary hero. Gallo however, did not excuse the crimes that Robespierre committed against the people.​[83] 

To British Marxist historian, George Rude, Robespierre was a revolutionary democrat. He does not dwell on Robespierre's negative traits such as his lack of sense of humor and infatuation with vanity. In Rude's work, The Changing Image, Robespierre is viewed as a revolutionary genius.​[84] According to Rude, Robespierre's Republic of Virtue did not fail due to the tyranny of Robespierre but rather his goal to achieve it "proved to be irreconcilable with the realities of the day."  ​[85] This sympathetic view of Robespierre hinders efforts of historical research. The figure of Robespierre has been politicized by the French Communist Party in 1989, which looked at Robespierre with favor.  The former mayor of Amiens, Mr. Lamps, declared, during the campaign for the municipal elections, that his favorite historical character was Robespierre. ​[86]
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