
81       

IN DEFENSE OF TERROR: LIBERTY 
OR DEATH IN THE FRENCH 
REVOLUTION

SOPHIE WAHNICH 

ALEX BETANCOURT

ÁMBITO DE ENCUENTROS 

Recibido: 20 de marzo de 2014

RESUMEN

Este libro provee una reinterpretación de la violencia política 
-

ción Francesa. Hay dos interpretaciones clásicas sobre el papel 

-
cesaria y la revolución pudo haber logrado sus metas políticas 
sin recurrir a esta. Por otro lado se entiende la revolución en su 
totalidad como un episodio nefasto de la historia europea. La 

reconoce la centralidad de la violencia política en el periodo del 

violencia ante un posible desborde popular de gran escala.
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ABSTRACT

This book offers a reinterpretation of the political violence ex-
perienced during the Terror of the French revolution. There are 
two classic interpretations of the role of violence during this 
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period. On the one hand, the violence of Terror is seen as un-
necessary and hence the revolution could have been achieved 
without it. On the other hand, the revolution in its entirety is 
seen as an unfortunate episode in European history. The author 
provides an innovative perspective not only by recognizing the 
centrality of political violence during the Terror, but moreover 

popular violence on a greater scale.

Key Words: Political violence, French Revolution, Jacobins, 
Jean-Paul Marat

THE PLACE OF VIOLENCE AND TERROR: THEN AND NOW

 This short book comes as a welcome surprise in contemporary de-
bates about the place violence occupies in western political imaginaries, 
particularly those related to political change and revolution. The book 
is introduced by Slavoj Žižek by way of a very provocative foreword 
entitled The Dark Matter of Violence, Or, Putting Terror in Perspective. 

-
stood by the intellectual tradition of liberalism and its conservative coun-
terpart. The paradigmatic liberal understanding of the Revolution seeks 

-
riod. The conservative appraisal of the Revolution rejects both moments 
and sees the revolution tout court as a disastrous period of European 
history. There also has been an attempt, somewhat successful, to de-
prive the Revolution of its historical importance as a major triumph for 
European democracy. This line of reasoning is best represented by the 
work of Francois Furet, who sees no universal significance for the west-
ern world to the revolution, but a local French peculiarity whose political 
gains could have been achieved in other, more peaceful ways. Accord-
ing to Žižek, the central aspect that these reappraisals of the revolution 
have in common is to condemn what he calls subjective violence in its 
entirety, denying it any political ambiguity, while normalizing structural 
and systemic institutional violence as part of the legitimate function-
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ing of the modern state. Subjective violence is that which responds 
to political and economic oppression and as such, for Žižek, is always 

violence is not about its legitimacy, but about its necessity. This discur-

placing it in its proper political context. This contextualization of political 
violence is what Sophie Wahnich does best in her book.
 The discussion of violence and terror during the French Revolution 
rides on two temporal vectors. The author is concerned with both, the 
historical interpretation of violence in the context of eighteenth century 

on the latter are rather surprising while her conclusions regarding the 
former are insightful and original. There are two reasons for my surprise 
regarding the contemporary French reception, or rather, reappraisal of 
the revolutionary. One has to do with my lack of familiarity with the 
political debates of contemporary French historiography. The other with 
the fundamental political importance I attach to the French Revolution 
as a paradigmatic moment of democracy and structural political change 
in the western world. According to Wahnich contemporary French 
historiography seems to be embarrassed by the revolutionary legacy, 
particularly the Thermidorian moment. There are several reasons for 
this embarrassment, but two of them are particularly salient. Firstly, the 
revolution, rather than taken on its terms, is seen through the lenses of 
twentieth century totalitarian experiences. This means “the conscious 
construction of a new reception of the French Revolution which, out 
of disgust at the political crimes of the twentieth century, imposes 

anachronistic historiographical tactic is commonly played out: through 
different kinds of devices (such as re-enactments and referendums) 

means that judgment on the revolutionary events is mediated by our 
historical context, rather than eighteenth century France. Presenting 
the issue in such manner responds to a particular political agenda. That 

turn of perspective has been accomplished, “to be a happy heir to the 
French Revolution means becoming complicit with a historical crime” 
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becomes the Other of democracy, rather than its founding paradigmatic 
moment.

-
als do, Wahnich seeks to shed light on the development of the political 
landscape that led to the Thermidorian Terror through the “paradigm 
of emotions” (p. 17). One of the things that justify selecting this per-
spective to look at the political unfolding of Terror is the language in 
which the Jacobins themselves debated and responded to their situa-
tion. This, aligned with the popular feelings regarding the assassination 

discussion. Rather than asking, “How was Terror put on the agenda?” 
Wahnich tell us, we should ask “How was the dread instilled in the 
revolutionaries by their enemies overcome and transformed into the 
demand for terror?”(p. 20) Overturning the terms of the discussion has 
the effect of displacing the issue of responsibility from the Jacobins and 
the members of the revolutionary tribunal to a problem of responding 
to a popular demand for vengeance. Herein lies the book central argu-

the exsanguinated body of Jean-Paul Marat.

was the assassination of Marat and the foundational dynamic between 
vengeance and the sacred what gives credence to her emotional per-

dread in the general population of revolutionary France. This generalized 
sense of dread provoked a popular demand for vengeance, which was 

body that in turn became a text: “In fact, if the bloodied body of Marat 
produced such disarray, it was because, by embodying the Declaration 
of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, this was a sacred body, and 
its assassination a severe profanation.” Moreover, “with the death of 
Marat, therefore, it was the transaction between sacred body and sa-
cred text that made it possible to resist the enemies of the Revolu-
tion and sublimate dread”(pp. 22-23). This sublimation takes different 
forms, but its most important one is the discursive agitation of the Jaco-
bins that nonetheless became expressions of legislative intent through 
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normative and symbolic expression, and a translation into law to avoid 
becoming destructive. This is why “the legislators had first of all to 
listen to the political pain of the people, to understand that this pain, if 
overcome, could produce anger, and then to re-translate this into the 
symbolic order so as to channel it” (p. 31). And the satisfaction of this 

coup de grace), “this 
movement of enthusiasm that demanded vengeance did not produce a 

the establishment of a specific mechanism that aimed on the contrary 

Massacre that resulted from the crisis of confidence in the Assembly, 

crisis arose, “the Assembly was no longer a possible site for the sa-
cred translation of the will of the people, but simply became a place for 

people and the Assembly meant that the “emotional economy base 

as violence “the people were forced to commit” (p. 44). And the au-
thor takes it a step further and sees it as a moment of what Walter 
Benjamin called divine violence. Here Wahnich finds herself alone in 
her appraisal, particularly because the September massacres have been 
usually seen as the point de capiton before the reign of Terror. However, 
her main thesis rests precisely on this difference of perspective, since 
her central claim is that Terror, rather than an outrageous expression of 
popular vengeance, was an institutional response seeking to avoid an 

more disastrous that the official Terror ever was. The three institutional 
devices historians have taken mark the Great Terror are reinterpreted 
by Wahnich as violence channeled though juridical apparatus. That is, 

-

therefore keep it under control, the law of suspects “far from increas-
ing deadly repression, actually suspended it…the prisons filled, but the 
guillotine was used relatively little in terms of the number of suspects” 
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“aimed at establishing limits to the sovereign exception, putting a brake 
on the legitimate violence of the people and giving a public and institu-
tionalized form to vengeance. Terror as justice was thus a desperate 
and despairing attempt to constraint both political crime and the legiti-

side of this view is that Terror also came to punish and persecute (as 
state violence always does) all violence that was not contained within 

to be asked: what distinguishes the violence of Terror, which turned 
friends of the Republic into enemies from one minute to the next, from 
the violence of the Ancient Régime, which can be said was never this 

answer is that justice was on the side of Terror, making it divine violence 
instead of mythical violence, which establishes a right without regard 
for justice. While one can agree both politically and ideologically, the 
author unfortunately fails to provide sociological, political and histori-
cal support for this claim of difference. However, this book is original, 
insightful and exciting, while sometimes frustrating and infuriating, but 
always, as Benjamin would say, brushing history against the grain. What 


