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The Reign of Terror
Maximilien Robespierre, Justification of the Terror, 1794

This great purity of the French revolution's basis, the very sublimity of its objective, is precisely what
causes both our strength and our weakness. Our strength, because it gives to us truth's ascendancy
over imposture, and the rights of the public interest over private interests; our weakness, because it rallies all vicious men
against us, all those who in their hearts contemplated despoiling the people and all those who intend to let it be despoiled
with impunity, both those who have rejected freedom as a personal calamity and those who have embraced the revolution
as a career and the Republic as prey. Hence the defection of so many ambitious or greedy men who since the point of
departure have abandoned us along the way because they did not begin the journey with the same destination in view.
The two opposing spirits that have been represented in a struggle to rule nature might be said to be fighting in this great
period of human history to fix irrevocably the world's destinies, and France is the scene of this fearful combat. Without, all
the tyrants encircle you; within, all tyranny's friends conspire; they will conspire until hope is wrested from crime. We must
smother the internal and external enemies of the Republic or perish with it; now in this situation, the first maxim of your
policy ought to be to lead the people by reason and the people's enemies by terror.
If the spring of popular government in time of peace is virtue, the springs of popular government in revolution are at once
virtue and terror: virtue, without which terror is fatal; terror, without which virtue is powerless. Terror is nothing other than
justice, prompt, severe, inflexible; it is therefore an emanation of virtue; it is not so much a special principle as it is a
consequence of the general principle of democracy applied to our country's most urgent needs.
It has been said that terror is the principle of despotic government. Does your government therefore resemble despotism?
Yes, as the sword that gleams in the hands of the heroes of liberty resembles that with which the henchmen of tyranny are
armed. Let the despot govern by terror his brutalized subjects; he is right, as a despot. Subdue by terror the enemies of
liberty, and you will be right, as founders of the Republic. The government of the revolution is liberty's despotism against
tyranny. Is force made only to protect crime? And is the thunderbolt not destined to strike the heads of the proud?
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