
Was the Terror necessary? 

Dangers facing the National Convention: 

a) February 1793 – War was going badly. 

b) March 1793 - Revolts in the Vendee (Districts) 

c) April 1793 - Committee of Public Safety. Idea was to watch over the work of the Government. 

There was need to defend the Revolution against internal and external factors. 

d) June 1793 – Paris workers forced out the moderate Girondins. 

e) August 1793 – National Conscription was introduced: levee en masse. All citizens were 

involved to some degree:  young men had to go to battle, married men had to make 

weapons and transport food, women had to make tents, uniforms and serve in hospitals, and 

old men were to be brought to public places to preach re the need to work together. 

f) August 1793 – The Committee of Public Safety praised the way that they had made use of 

the powers given to them by organising 14 Republican armies with 9000,000 men. They felt 

that they had the civil war under control and that schools had been set up or planned.   

g) Summer 1793 – Some areas of France rebelled against the new radical Jacobin government.  

h) September 1793 – Law of the General Maxim was passed. Maximum prices were given to 

fresh meat, salt meat, bacon and butter. 

It has been said that the Terror was necessary to bring the situation in mid 1793 in France under 

control, in order to maintain the Revolution.  National Conscription enabled every citizen to get 

involved in the war effort, in some shape or form. So too, the Law of General Maxim allowed a form 

of rationing of food to support those who needed it most (the soldiers).  The Committee of Public 

Safety gave individuals the right to use exceptional powers in order to bring “restless” citizens under 

control. The country was in a state of crisis and a fear of traitors was strong. Revolutionary tribunals 

were set up to deal with suspected individuals – a streamlining of existing justice. Laws regarding the 

trial of suspects were very harsh, giving them very little opportunity for defence. Many suspect that 

the Terror was harsh because the men who led it knew that if the Revolution failed, they’d be killed 

for executing the King. 

Although one assumes that many nobles were killed during the Terror, some figures suggest that the 

highest number of people killed were within the peasant and worker category, closely followed by 

the middle classes. However, when considering the percentages killed and the total percentage of 

the population, it appears that the middle class had the highest number of deaths.  Also, the 

numbers were higher in the Vendee than they were in Paris. More than 12,000 people were officially 

guillotined, but many more were shot, drowned or put to death by some other means. At least 

300,000 were put in prison. There is a fair amount of contradiction in reports regarding the numbers 

executed.  

Towns were attacked for making war on liberty, often merely on a whim. Many people were not 

dangerous and not enemies of the Revolution, yet its leaders thought that blood had to be spilled in 

order to save many deaths, or for the Revolution to succeed. A very harsh idea was that which 

stated that people should be punished not necessarily for acts against the Revolution, but if one 

didn’t care about it as well. Several towns, like Lyon, were used as an example of rebellious 

behaviour and citizens were executed. Many outsiders, particularly Britain, thought that the 

Government in France was simply a place to indulge the whims of cruel criminals.  


