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By Nira Kaplan

On September 5, 1793, Parisians came before the Convention and demanded that the government “make terror the order of the day.” So began the most notorious phase of the French Revolution. From fall 1793 to summer 1794, the revolutionary government used the Terror—a series of extremely severe measures that drastically reduced civil liberties—to gain control of the nation and save the Revolution from collapse. Yet the same policies that protected France from its enemies also encouraged political extremists and left a legacy of violence.

At first, the Terror was the state’s desperate attempt to survive. By early September, the armies of Prussia, Britain, Austria, and Spain were poised to penetrate deep into France and expected a quick victory. To check this threat, the Convention had conscripted 300,000 young men into the army, but that earlier draft had led to a counter-revolutionary movement in the west of France. The uprisings spread to southern France when the Girondins, a moderate political faction in the Convention, lost power to a radical group called the Montagnards. The Girondins were then expelled from the legislature, and the Republic seemed doomed. Enemies were at the border and within, and food shortages and inflation threatened. “The evil which besets us,” declared one Montagnard, “is that we have no government.” In this context, the Parisians’ call for “terror” in September was, in fact, a request that the government take any means necessary to gain control of the country. The Montagnards’ response was to declare a state of national emergency.

Rather than observe the normal rules and protections of government, the Montagnards announced a “revolutionary” dictatorship in which the Convention’s lawmaking powers were bypassed by a 12-man Committee of Public Safety, headed by Maximilien Robespierre. The Committee issued a series of decrees that dramatically reduced citizens’ freedoms: French men and women could be arrested and executed as traitors for expressing opposition to the government or associating with suspected traitors. The state limited prices on many products, while state officials carted off grain and war materials for use by the armies and the cities. Anyone who hoarded necessities risked trial and execution.

The Committee of Public Safety relied on local citizens to enforce its decrees. In each town and village, committees of surveillance watched over people’s behavior, while revolutionary militias went out into the countryside to enforce the nation’s will. Anyone who did not express proper enthusiasm for the Revolution could face the local revolutionary tribunal, where a summary judgment often led to a quick execution or imprisonment. Such tactics encouraged harassment of long-resented neighbors and local nobles, but they also forced the population into sullen obedience.

To stamp out the civil war, the state was even more brutal: After an uprising in Nantes was quelled, almost 2,000 men, women, and children were drowned alive by the French army. In Lyon, rebels were shot in front of mass graves. Two-thirds of those executed during this phase of the Terror were peasants, workers, or artisans, not nobles.

As a method of control, the Terror was very effective. By early spring of 1794, Robespierre and his compatriots on the Committee of Public Safety saw the enlarged and better-supplied French armies push back invading troops and quell rebellions throughout France. Many of the regime’s most visible political opponents had also disappeared. Marie Antoinette was guillotined in October 1793. Leaders of the Girondin faction suffered the same fate two weeks later, bravely singing “death rather than slavery” as they were sent to the scaffold.

Yet the Terror continued long after the immediate threats to the Revolution had disappeared. Many of the citizens who helped implement the measures were political extremists who used the state’s police methods to enforce their radical ideas. Some revolutionary militias began to attack churches and the clergy in a movement called dechristianization. Religion and ritual, they argued, were hostile to the Revolution’s enlightened principles and dangerous to the Republic. They forced priests to marry, stripped graveyards of their religious symbols, and pillaged churches for gold or metal that could be melted down into cannon artillery. In Paris, the populace removed the statues of kings from Notre Dame cathedral and transformed it into a “temple of reason.”

Dechristianization threatened to turn much of the French population against the government, so the Committee of Public Safety acted quickly to shut down the popular movement by eliminating its leaders and taking direct control of the local administrations. The fanaticism, however, that now characterized the Terror did not diminish but was taken up by Robespierre himself. Nicknamed the “Incorruptible,” he was renowned for his emphasis on moral principles and dedication to revolutionary ideals. By spring 1794, he saw himself as the moral compass of the Revolution. Those who disagreed with his policies were accused of corruption, arrested, and executed. Throughout the summer of 1794, thousands of nobles and other suspects continued to be sent to the guillotine. Members of the Convention feared they were next.

“Revolution devours its own children,” commented one 19th-century playwright on the events of the Terror. By its end, even Robespierre was gone. On July 27, the Convention decided to dismantle the Committee of Public Safety’s hold on power by arresting Robespierre and several other members. The next day Robespierre and his colleagues went to the same guillotine that had beheaded so many of his opponents and critics. With these deaths, the Terror ended, but not its legacy of violence. For months, even years, after, many who had participated in the Terror were murdered by vengeful fellow citizens. Fraternity had been replaced by fratricide. 

The Montagnards, from the French word montagne (“mountain”), refers, in this case, to a political group whose members sat on the highest benches in the Assembly. The term, which was first used during the session of the Legislative Assembly, did not come into general use until 1793.

Monster Guillotin

The guillotine—a wooden apparatus whose heavy blade falls between two grooved, upright posts to cut off a prisoner’s head—was used as a form of execution. The machine was named after its inventor, the French aristocrat Dr. Joseph-Ignace Guillotin (1738–1814), who was opposed to capital punishment. As a compromise, Guillotin proposed a device that had been used on animals. He reported that it offered a quicker, more humane form of punishment for humans than the traditional ax, sword, or rope.

During the French Revolution (1789–1799), citizens would gather in the square to watch convicted royalty, aristocrats, anti-revolutionary traitors, and even commoners be decapitated by the guillotine. The bodies of the dead were tossed in a basket, and, depending on their social status, their heads were held up for the crowds to cheer and mock. Other countries—Germany, Italy, and Scotland, for example—also adopted the use of the guillotine. It was last used in France on September 10, 1977. Today, France does not use any type of capital punishment.

