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Section A: Identification and evaluation of sources  
Maximilien Robespierre was a key figure during the terror in France during the 

revolution. This investigation attempts to understand the importance of the Cult of the 

Supreme Being in his downfall and what it meant to Robespierre.  

 

To what extent did the Cult of the Supreme Being affect Robespierre's influence 

during the terror? 

 

The first source chosen to answer this question is “Maximilien Robespierre: The Cult 

of the Supreme Being.” The source originates from a direct translation of the speech that 

Robespierre gave about the Cult of the Supreme Being, because of this it is a transcription 

of a primary source and therefore trustworthy. The purpose of this exert was Robespierre 

explaining what the Cult of the supreme being was about to the public of France during the 

terror. In the speech Robespierre asserts the French people's importance as they stand up 

to other European monarchies as well as detailing the idea of virtue, the immortal soul, and 

a creator. This source is invaluable as a firsthand recollection of what the intentions of the 

cult were. This source proved useful in explaining the rational of Robespierre. The source is 

limited in its ability to gage public reaction to the decrees of Robespierre. While it tells us 

what the cult stood for, it is unable to detail how the cult influenced people's perception of 

Robespierre. This source is further limited by translation; as the original speech was not in 

English but French, certain nuances in the language are guaranteed to be lost in translation.  

The second source chosen for evaluation is “The Overthrow of Maximilien 

Robespierre and the “Indifference” of the People.” It was written by Professor John Colin, a 

history professor at Queen Mary University of London in 2014. It was written for the 

American Historical Review. The articles' purpose was to detail the events leading up to the 

overthrowing of Maximilien Robespierre and the reactions of the people. Its content 

explores the overthrowing of the committee of public safety focusing particularly on the 

arrest and execution of Robespierre. This source is valuable as it shows the other events 

leading up to the execution of Robespierre in detail, this is valuable for considering counter 

claims to the impact that the Cult of the Supreme Being had. This source is limited by how it 

does not refer to the Cult of the Supreme Being. Due to the research done to write this 

paper and the level at which the paper was written, its omission is worth noting as it 

discusses the people’s views of Robespierre, seemingly unaffected by the creation of the 

cult. Due to the level at which this article was written it can be assumed that many factors 

would be considered for relevance to the downfall of Robespierre. This article is incredibly 

useful for the insight it gives into others views of Robespierre and why they finally turned 

against him. 

 

 



Section B: Investigation  

The effects of the cult of the supreme being play an interesting yet minimalistic role 

in the downfall of Maximilien Robespierre. To understand the impact that the Cult of the 

Supreme Being had on Robespierre’s influence during the terror we must first explore the 

power and influence he held along with his role in the consolidation of power within the 

Committee of public safety. Finally, to understand what effects the cult of the supreme 

being had on both the public and Robespierre’s image and influence it must be understood 

what the Cult of the Supreme Being entailed. The cult of the supreme being was a landmark 

of Robespierre’s downfall, sparked by the murder of Danton, rather than a factor leading to 

the events of the 8th Thermidor.  

To understand the position of power that Robespierre held, it must first be 

understood who Robespierre was. In 1789 Robespierre was elected to represent the third 

estate at the Estates-General.1 Robespierre was one of the first to join the Breton club 

which was a precursor to the Jacobin club.2 Mirabeau was quoted saying “That young man 

believes what he says: he will go far”3 this quotation shows that Robespierre has always 

been vocal about his views and that he was truly a democrat and believed in what he was 

saying. Robespierre was initially overshadowed by the oratorical power of individuals such 

as Jean-Sylvain Bailly and Honore Mirabeau he later rose to power within the Jacobin club 

and by 1792 Robespierre was elected to the national convention.4 It was there where he 

garnered a reputation as an incorruptible politician for Robespierre sought not personal 

gain nor political office.5  

Upon the creation of the committee of public safety Robespierre initially declined 

invitation but later accepted in July of 1793.6 This further demonstrates the early idea that 

Robespierre was incorruptible and demonstrates why he was highly regarded by his 

contemporaries. Robespierre soon became a key member of the committee, responsible for 

the culling of other members and the consolidation of power by using the position to 

eliminate his opposition.7 Robespierre held a great deal of power and became known as the 

driving force behind the violent nature of the terror. This fast shift raises some important 

questions such as whether Robespierre was truly the beacon of incorruptibility that he 

was. 

 
1 Llewellyn, Jennifer, and Steven Thompson. 2017. Alpha History. May 23. Accessed January 20, 2021. 
2 (Llewellyn and Thompson 2017) 
3 Linton, Marisa. 2006. "Robespierre and the Terror." History Today 23-29. 

4 (Llewellyn and Thompson 2017) 
5 (Linton 2006) 
6 (Llewellyn and Thompson 2017) 
7 (Llewellyn and Thompson 2017) 



To understand what the creation and adoption of the Cult of the Supreme Being 

means for Robespierre’s influence and downfall during the terror meant, first the 

implications of what the cult of the Supreme Being entails must be explored. Why did 

Robespierre create the cult? What did the cult mean for the people and how did they react? 

The cult of the supreme being was founded on deism, a belief that rejects religious 

knowledge from revelation and instead focuses on the assertation of reason and 

knowledge.8 Robespierre believed that reason was simply a tool to use to an end, and that 

end is virtue.9 The primary beliefs of the cult were the existence of a god and the 

immortality of the human soul.10 The Cult of the Supreme Being rejects the idea of the 

divine right of kings, as befitting for a revolutionary’s ideals.11 The cult further detailed that 

through a “boundless chain of love and love and happiness” all people were connected. 
12Alongside the mentions of soul and virtue there is a running theme of France as the first 

modern democracy and how the duty undertaken by the people is to rid Europe of 

monarchs in the name of equality.13 The first festival of the Cult of the Supreme Being was 

held on 20 prairial, year 2 or June 8th, 1794, during this event Robespierre took control of 

the festival of a monumental gathering and declared the truth and social utility of his 

religion.14 The reaction of the public that was garnered by Robespierre was indifference. 

Many did not seem to care about this religion. This indifference garnered by the public is a 

strong reason pushing the public to indifference over him, as later seen by the masses 

during his execution, though it did little to create a negative tension, instead marking a 

point at which he lost a great deal of positive favor. 

There are a variety of significant factors that led to the execution of Robespierre and 

to claim any one as the definitive reason is short sighted. Factors such as the consolidation 

of power within the Committee of public safety wherein despite being comprised of 12 

members, Robespierre held most of the power within. This consolidation was a corrupt 

move designed to ensure he stayed in power. Furthermore, Robespierre’s changes to laws 

that allowed for reduced trails and easier executions combined with the executions of 

revolutionaries such as George Danton and Jaques-Rene Herberts led to his fellow 

revolutionaries seeing him as truly corrupt. This juxtaposes the earlier views of 

Robespierre and show where the distain for him originated from, his political actions much 

rather then his religious ones. It was following the execution of Danton that Robespierre 

created the Cult of the Supreme Being leading many historians to believe that the cult with 

its heavy focus on justice was created out of guilt, marking the point in Robespierre’s life 

 
8Halsall, Paul. 1996. "Modern History Sourcebook: Maximilien Robespierre: The Cult of the Supreme 
9 (Halsall 1996) 
10 (Halsall 1996) 
11 (Halsall 1996) 
12 (Halsall 1996) 
13 (Halsall 1996)  
14 (Halsall 1996) 



where he was the most disillusioned with reality. It is for this reason that the cult is seen as 

only playing a minor role in his downfall, as he had already begun to lose the support of his 

fellow revolutionaries. From this perspective the Cult of the Supreme is but a footnote 

denoting a mark of Robespierre’s downfall rather than a cause.  Robespierre’s last days 

before his execution provide much insight into the importance that the Cult of the Supreme 

being played into his life. On the 8th of Thermidor Maximilien Robespierre delivered a bold 

statement to the other revolutionaries. During which he promised the purge of moderates 

and that those who did not hold radical views were working against the interests of France 

and the revolution.15 Some historians believe that Robespierre’s mental instability led to 

him deliberately provoking the following coup d’état and that his speech on July 26th, 1794 

was simply the longest suicide address in French political history.16  

The 8th of Thermidor gives us a great deal of insight into what the downfall of 

Robespierre was like. Robespierre was turned away from the jail after attempting to seek 

refuge following his lengthy speech that riled the members of the political cabinet against 

him. Robespierre did find refuge in the polices quarters of the mayor’s office and later fled 

to the Maison commune.17 Outside a large group of protestors had gathered. That midnight, 

between 9-10 Thermidor, Robespierre found himself in the committee room, with a loaded 

pistol and feeling alone. Shortly after Robespierre attempted suicide, failing, and shooting 

off a portion of his own face.18 This series of events partaken over a few days provides a 

great deal of insight into the mentality of a man who had lost the last of his power and 

influence and was now seen as a traitor. Although the Cult of the Supreme being may have 

served as a cornerstone demonstrating how distant from reality Robespierre became in his 

last days it bears little significance to the cause of Robespierre’s death, one which was 

significantly political and lacked bearing on his religious stance.  

In conclusion the cult of the supreme being played a minimal part in Robespierre’s 

loss of influence and eventual execution. The cult instead marked the point which 

Robespierre was furthest from reality as his guilt and disillusion culminated into a mental 

breakdown leading to his execution. The Cult of the Supreme Being instead is more 

relevant when regarding the French attempt to radically reform society at an unrivaled 

scale that was present during the Terror. The cult of the supreme being holds little 

significance when compared to Robespierre’s policy changes and executions during his 

time on the committee of public safety. 

 

 
15 Jones, Colin. 2014. "The Overthrow of Maximilien Robespiere and the "Indifference" of the People." 
16 (Jones 2014) 
17 (Jones 2014) 
18 (Jones 2014) 



Section C: reflection 

My personal bias played an important role n my research. As I started to research 

this question, I was working under the assumption that the Cult of the Supreme Being 

played a key role in the public’s views of Robespierre. It was my belief that the creation of a 

religion would undoubtably lead to a negative shift in perception. After much more 

research I discovered I was not entirely correct, and that the cult played much less of an 

important role then I thought. Early in my research I focused heavily on how the cult 

effected Robespierre’s influence rather than all the other cumulative factors. Bias 

undoubtably plays a role in influencing the interests and research of a historian. Though 

bias has a negative connotation it is also the inspiration for research and the reason why 

we value papers that show a correlation over those that disprove them. It is the job of a 

historian however to make sure that bias does not play a role in the final product. A 

historian must remain aware of the information bias that they seek when trying to argue a 

stance before researching it. Personally, this was done through researching the other 

factors leading to Robespierre’s execution. In overcoming my bias, I was able to take an 

approach that was more equal towards the material presented in front of me. Therefore, 

bias plays both positive and negative roles during research and why historians must always 

be conscious of it. 

 During this research I had to ask what made an event worthy of historical 

significance. As it stands many sources discussing Robespierre’s life omit or sideline the 

cult. How the significance of a historical event is measured is incredibly important in the 

life of Robespierre as there were many important events caused by or influenced by him.  

To me events of historical significance as they pertain to an individual of note are those 

that mark the change or the revelation of their character.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Bibliography 
Halsall, Paul. 1996. "Modern History Sourcebook: Maximilien Robespierre: The Cult of the Supreme 

Being." Fordham University Mordren History Sourcebook. January 26. 

sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/robespierre-supreme.asp. 

Jones, Colin. 2014. "The Overthrow of Maximilien Robespiere and the "Indifference" of the People." 

American Historical Review 689-760. 

Linton, Marisa. 2006. "Robespierre and the Terror." History Today 23-29. 

Llewellyn, Jennifer, and Steven Thompson. 2017. Alpha History. May 23. Accessed January 20, 2021. 

https://alphahistory.com/frenchrevolution/maximilien-robespierre/. 

 

 

 


