ROBESPIERRE’S AIMS OF REVOLUTION
“It is time to mark clearly the aims of the Revolution. Today we announce to all the world the true principles of our action.”

“We wish an order of things where all low and cruel passions are enchained by the laws, all beneficent and generous feelings awakened; where ambition is the desire to deserve glory and to be useful to one’s country; where distinctions arise only from equality itself; where the citizen is subject to the magistrate, the magistrate to the people, the people to justice; where the country secures the welfare of each individual, and each individual proudly enjoys the prosperity and glory of his country; where all minds are enlarged by the constant interchange of republican sentiments and by the need of earning the respect of a great people; where industry is an adornment to the liberty that ennobles it, and commerce the source of public wealth, not simply of monstrous riches for a few families.”

“We wish to substitute in our country morality for egotism, probity for a sense of honor, principle for habit, duty for etiquette, the empire of reason for the tyranny of custom, contempt for vice for contempt for misfortune, pride for insolence, large-mindedness for vanity, the love of glory for the love of money, good men for good company, merit for intrigue, talent for conceit, truth for show, the charm of happiness for the tedium of pleasure, the grandeur of man for the triviality of grand society, a people magnanimous, powerful and happy for a people lovable, frivolous and wretched—that is to say, all the virtues and miracles of the Republic for all the vices and puerilities of the monarchy.”

“We wish in a word to fulfill the course of nature, to accomplish the destiny of mankind, to make good the promises of philosophy, to absolve Providence from the long reign of tyranny and crime. May France, illustrious formerly among peoples of slaves, eclipse the glory of all free peoples that have existed, become the model to the nations, the terror of oppressors, the consolation of the oppressed, the ornament of the universe; and in sealing our work with our blood may we ourselves see at least the dawn of universal felicity gleam before us! That is our ambition. That is our aim.”

“. . . If the basis of popular government in time of peace is virtue, the basis of popular government in time of revolution is both virtue and terror; virtue without which terror is murderous, terror without which virtue is powerless. Terror, the intimidation of enemies of the people, is only inflexible justice and ‘so is an emanation of virtue.’”
ROBESPIERRE ON DEMOCRACY


“The function of government is to direct the moral and physical forces of the nation toward the purpose of which government is instituted.”

“The aim of constitutional government is to preserve the Republic. The aim of revolutionary government is to found it.”


“The Revolution is the war of liberty against the enemies. The constitution is the rule of liberty when victorious and peaceable. . .“

“Constitutional government is chiefly concerned with civil liberty, revolutionary government with public liberty. Under constitutional rule it is almost enough to protect individuals against the abuses of public power; under revolutionary rule the public power is obliged to defend itself against all the factions that attack it.”
“Virtues are simple, modest, poor, often ignorant, sometimes gross; they are the inheritance of misfortune and the patrimony of the people. Vices are surrounded with riches, adorned by the charms of pleasure and the snares of perfidy; they are escorted by all the dangerous talents; they are escorted by crime.”

NAPOLEON ON HIS REVOLUTIONARY ROLE

(Dictation of Napoleon to Las Casas while living in exile at St. Helena, May 1, 1816)

“‘I closed the gulf of anarchy and cleared [away] the chaos. I purified the Revolution, dignified Nations and established Kings. I excited every kind of emulation, rewarded every kind of merit, and extended the limits of glory! This is at least something! And on what point can I be assailed on which an historian could not defend me? Can it be for my intentions? But even here I can find absolution. Can it be for my despotism? It may be demonstrated that the Dictatorship was absolutely necessary. Will it be said that I restrained liberty? It can be proved that licentiousness, anarchy, and the greatest irregularities still haunted the threshold of freedom. Shall I be accused of having been too fond of war? It can be shown that I always received the first attack. Will it be said that I aimed at universal monarchy? It can be proved that this was merely the result of fortuitous circumstances, and that our enemies themselves led me step by step to this determination. Lastly, shall I be blamed for my ambition? This passion I must doubtless be allowed to have possessed, and that in no small degree; but, at the same time, my ambition was of the highest and noblest kind that ever, perhaps, exited! . . .That of establishing and of consecrating the Empire of reason, and the full exercise and complete enjoyment of all the human faculties! And here the historian will probably feel compelled to regret that such ambition should not have been fulfilled and gratified!’ . . . Then after a few moments of silent reflection, ‘This,” said the Emperor, ‘is my whole history in a few words.’”

(Napoleon’s Political Testament, a deathbed statement dictated to Montholon at St. Helena, April 17, 1821)


“My son should not think of avenging my death; he should profit by it. Let the remembrance of what I have done never leave his mind; let him always be, like me, every inch a Frenchman. The aim of all his efforts should be, to reign by peace. . . I was obliged to daunt Europe by my arms; in the present day, the way is to convince her. I saved the revolution which was about to perish; I raised it from its ruins, and showed it to the world beaming with glory. I have implanted new ideas in France and in Europe; they cannot retrograde: let my son bring into blossom all that I have sown; let him develop all the elements of prosperity enclosed in the soil of France, and by these means he may yet be a great sovereign. The Bourbons will not maintain their position after my death.”

“France is the country where the chiefs of parties have the least influence; to rest for support on them is to build on sand. Great things can only be done in France by having the support of the mass of the people; and, besides, a government should always seek for support where it is really to be found. There are moral laws as inflexible and imperious as the physical ones. The Bourbons can only rely for support on the nobles and the priests, whatever may be the constitution which they are made to adopt; the water will descend again to its level, in spite of the machine which favored the interest of all. I did not govern by the help of, or solely for, either the nobles, the priests, the citizens, or the tradesman; I governed for the whole community, for the whole family of the French nation. To divide the interests of a nation is to injure them all, and engender civil war. . .I attach no importance to the constitution, of the principal bases of which I have made a draft. Good today, it may be bad tomorrow; and, besides, nothing should be definitively settled on this point without the formal consent of the nation; but its fundamental principle should be the universality of votes.”

“My nobility will afford no support to my son. . .I felt no reliance either on my marshals or my nobility, not even on my colonels; but the whole mass of the people and the whole army, up to the grade of captain, were on my side. I was not deceived in feeling this confidence; they owe much to me: I was their true representative. My dictatorship was indispensable; and the proof of this is, that they always offered me more power than I desired. . . It will not be the same with my son; his power will be disputed; he must anticipate every desire for liberty. It is, besides, easier, in ordinary times, to reign with the help of the Chambers than alone: the assemblies take a great part of your responsibility, and nothing is more easy than always to have the majority on your side; but care must be taken not to demoralize the country. The influence of the government in France is immense; and if it understands the way, it has no need of employing corruption in order to find support on all sides. The aim of a sovereign is not only to reign, but to diffuse instruction, morality, and well-being; and anything false is but a bad aid.”


“In my youth, I, too, entertained some illusions; but I soon recovered from them. The great orators who rule the assemblies by the brilliancy of their eloquence are in general men of the most mediocre political talents: . . . Their eloquence should be opposed by a serious and logical argument. . . France possesses very clever practical men; the only thing necessary is to find them, and to give them the means of reaching the proper station. . . Let not my son be astonished to hear men. . . propose to him the most absurd plans. . . Let him listen to them all, let him take everything at its just value, and surround himself by all the real capacity of the country. . . The law and action of the government must be equal toward all; honors and rewards must be bestowed on the men who seem in the eyes of all to be the most worthy of them. . .”


“My son will be obliged to allow the liberty of the press. . . The liberty of the press ought to become, in the hands of the government, a powerful auxiliary in diffusing, through all the most distant corners of the empire, sound doctrines and good principles. To leave it to itself would be to fall asleep on the brink of a danger . . .”

“My son ought to be a man of new ideas, and of the cause which I have made triumphant everywhere. He ought to establish institutions which may efface all traces of the feudal law, secure the dignity of man, and develop those germs of prosperity which have been budding for centuries. . . Such should be the aim of all my son’s thoughts; such is the cause for which I die a martyr to the hatred of the oligarchs, of which I am the object. Let him consider the holiness of my cause. . . My enemies are the enemies of humanity; they desire to fetter the people, whom they regard like a flock of sheep; they endeavor to oppress France, and to make the stream re-ascend toward its source. Let them take care that it does not burst its bounds! With my son, all opposite interests may live in peace; new ideas be diffused and gather strength, without any violent shock or the sacrifice of any victims, and humanity be spared dreadful misfortunes. But if the blind hatred of kings still pursues my blood after my death, I shall then be avenged, but cruelly avenged. Civilization will suffer in every way, if nations burst their bounds, and rivers of blood will be shed throughout the whole of Europe. . . The accession of my son is for the interest of nations, as well as of kings. Beyond the circle of ideas and principles for which we have fought, and which I have carried triumphantly through all difficulties, I see nought but slavery and confusion for France and for the whole of Europe. . . Europe is progressing toward an inevitable transformation: to endeavor to retard this progress, would be but to lose strength by a useless struggle; to favor it, is to strengthen the hopes and wishes of all.”


“There are desires of nationality which must be satisfied sooner or later, and it is toward this end that continual progress should be made. My son’s position will not be exempt from immense difficulties; let him do by general consent what I was compelled to effect by force of arms. . . The remembrance of the thrones which I raised up, when it was for the interest of my general policy so to do, should be effaced. . .”


“Religious ideas. . . are capable of rendering great services to humanity. By standing well with the Pope, an influence is still maintained over the consciences of a hundred millions of men. Pius VII will be always well disposed toward my son: he is a tolerant and enlightened old man. Fatal circumstances embroiled our cabinets; I regret this deeply. . . If you are permitted to return to France, you will still find many who have remained faithful to my memory. The best monument which they could raise to me would be to make a collection of all the ideas which I expressed. . . and to make a list of the works which I undertook, and of all the monuments which I raised. . .”


“Let my son often read and reflect on history; this is the only true philosophy. . .”


“But all that you say to him, or all that he learns, will be of little use to him, if he has not in the depth of his hear that sacred fire and love of good which alone can effect great things.”


“I will hope, however, that he will be worthy of his destiny.”
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