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The Law of Frimaire is also wn as the ‘Constitution of the Terror’, as i
concentrated power into the hands of the Committees, appearing

ideas of 1789. However, Schama has pointed out that it was designed t
curtail the vio e of the crowd and sons-culotte, and in effect to bring an
end to the journees.

¢ Law of 22 Prairial {June 10, 1794} extended the reach of the

utionary Tribunal, and limited the ability of the accused to defend
selves, broadening the scope of those who might be brought within the
purview of revolutionary justice. The penalty for all offences under the
jurisdiction of the Revolutionary Tribunal was death.
It provided for a climate of moral suspicion with the clause which stipulated
that: Every citizen is empowered to seize conspirotors and
counter tionaries, and to bring them before the magistrates. He is
required to denounce them as soon as he knows of them.
This law was to prove the downfall of Robespierre, as it meant that virtually
anybody could be accused and executed.

The Law of 22 Prairial was a pivotal piece of legislation enacted during the
French Revolution that significantly impacted the course of justice and
governance in France. This law, officially known as the Law of Suspects, was
passed on June 10, 1794, and it marked a crucial turning point in the Reign
of Terror, a period characterized by extreme political repression and
widespread executions. In this article, we will explore the historical
context leading to the law's enactment, its provisions, consequences, and the
eventual decline of its influence.

Historical Context

The French Revolution and the Reign of Terror

The French Revolution, which began in 1789, was fueled by widespread
discontent with the monarchy and social inequalities. The revolutionaries
aimed to establish a republic based on the principles of liberty, equality,
and fraternity. However, as the revolution progressed, internal and external
threats emerged, leading to a state of paranoia and fear among the
revolutionary leaders.

The Reign of Terror was initiated in 1793, primarily under the leadership of
Maximilien Robespierre and the Committee of Public Safety. It was a response
to perceived threats from counter-revolutionaries, foreign armies, and even



internal dissent. The revolutionary government sought to eliminate opposition
through radical means, resulting in thousands of executions, most notably at
the guillotine.

Prelude to the Law of 22 Prairial

As the Reign of Terror intensified, the revolutionary government implemented
various measures to consolidate power and suppress dissent. In March 1794,
the Law of 19 Fructidor was passed, which amended existing laws regarding the
prosecution of enemies of the revolution. However, the leaders felt that
these measures were insufficient to address the growing fear of counter-
revolutionary activities.

Robespierre and his allies believed that a more extreme approach was
necessary to protect the revolution. This mindset ultimately culminated in
the drafting and passage of the Law of 22 Prairial, which would drastically
alter the judicial process in revolutionary France.

Provisions of the Law of 22 Prairial

The Law of 22 Prairial, also known as the Law of 22 Prairial Year II,
introduced sweeping changes to the legal system. Here are some of its key
provisions:

1. Simplification of Trials: The law abolished the existing legal procedures
that allowed for defense and rigorous examination of evidence. Trials were
expedited, and defendants were often tried without proper legal
representation.

2. New Tribunal: It established the Revolutionary Tribunal as the sole body
responsible for trying political crimes. This tribunal was empowered to
conduct trials swiftly and with minimal evidence, leading to a focus on
expediency over justice.

3. Definition of Enemies of the Revolution: The law broadened the definition
of who could be considered an enemy of the revolution. It included not only
those who actively participated in counter-revolutionary activities but also
anyone who exhibited signs of dissent or opposition to the revolutionary
government.

4. Limitations on Defense: The rights of defendants were severely curtailed.
The law limited the ability to present witnesses or evidence in defense,
making it nearly impossible for the accused to mount a significant challenge
to the charges against them.

5. Increased Penalties: The law established the death penalty as the primary
punishment for those convicted of political crimes. This created an



atmosphere of fear, as even the slightest suspicion could lead to execution.

Consequences of the Law of 22 Prairial

The Law of 22 Prairial had far-reaching consequences for both the revolution
and French society as a whole.

Escalation of Executions

One of the most immediate effects of the law was a dramatic increase in the
number of executions. Between June and July 1794, an estimated 1,400 people
were executed, many of whom were prominent figures, including political
leaders, intellectuals, and even former allies of Robespierre. This surge in
executions intensified the climate of fear in Paris and across France.

Political Repression

The law also led to increased political repression, with many individuals
being falsely accused and executed based on flimsy evidence or mere
suspicion. This created a culture of paranoia where citizens were encouraged
to report on one another, leading to a breakdown of social trust.

Public Backlash

As the number of executions rose, public sentiment began to shift. Many
revolutionaries who had initially supported the Reign of Terror started to
guestion the morality and effectiveness of such extreme measures. The brutal
consequences of the Law of 22 Prairial fueled discontent and dissent within
the revolutionary ranks.

Robespierre's Downfall

The consequences of the law ultimately contributed to the downfall of
Maximilien Robespierre himself. On July 27, 1794 (9 Thermidor Year II),
fearing for their lives and the future of the revolution, members of the
National Convention turned against Robespierre. They arrested him, and the
following day, he was executed without trial. His fall marked the end of the
Reign of Terror and the beginning of a more moderate phase of the revolution.



Aftermath and Legacy

The Law of 22 Prairial was officially repealed shortly after Robespierre's
execution. In the wake of the Reign of Terror, the revolutionary government
sought to distance itself from the excesses of the past. The principles of
justice and legal representation were restored, and a more balanced approach
to governance took precedence.

Impact on the Justice System

The events surrounding the Law of 22 Prairial had a lasting impact on the
French legal system. The revolutionary ideals of justice and equality, though
compromised during the Reign of Terror, eventually led to the establishment
of legal principles that emphasized individual rights and due process.

Historical Interpretation

The Law of 22 Prairial has been the subject of extensive historical analysis.
Scholars have debated its implications for the revolution, the nature of
political violence, and the balance between security and liberty. Some view
it as a necessary measure in times of crisis, while others see it as a
cautionary tale of how revolutionary ideals can devolve into tyranny.

Conclusion

The Law of 22 Prairial remains a significant chapter in the history of the
French Revolution, exemplifying the tension between revolutionary fervor and
the principles of justice. Its enactment marked a dark period of political
repression and widespread fear, ultimately leading to the downfall of key
revolutionary leaders. As history reflects on this law, it serves as a
reminder of the delicate balance between safeguarding a revolution and
upholding the rights of individuals, a lesson that resonates in contemporary
discussions about governance and justice. The legacy of the Law of 22
Prairial endures as a poignant reminder of the complexities of revolutionary
change and the impact of law on society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Law of 22 Prairial?

The Law of 22 Prairial, enacted on June 10, 1794, was a significant piece of
legislation during the French Revolution that streamlined the revolutionary



tribunal's procedures, leading to expedited trials and executions.

Who proposed the Law of 22 Prairial?

The Law of 22 Prairial was primarily proposed by Georges Couthon, a close
associate of Maximilien Robespierre, and aimed to enhance the power of the
revolutionary government.

What were the main features of the Law of 22
Prairial?

The law eliminated the defense rights of accused individuals, allowed for
trials without witnesses, and authorized judges to decide cases based solely
on the evidence presented, significantly speeding up the legal process.

How did the Law of 22 Prairial contribute to the
Reign of Terror?

By facilitating rapid trials and executions, the Law of 22 Prairial
intensified the Reign of Terror, resulting in thousands of executions,
including many who were political opponents of the revolutionary government.

What was the public response to the Law of 22
Prairial?

The public response was mixed; while some saw it as a necessary measure to
protect the revolution, others viewed it as a severe infringement on justice
and civil liberties.

What was the outcome of the Law of 22 Prairial?

The Law of 22 Prairial ultimately contributed to the downfall of Robespierre
and his allies, leading to its repeal shortly after the Thermidorian Reaction
in July 1794.

How did the Law of 22 Prairial affect the judicial
system in France?

The law effectively dismantled key judicial protections, creating a system
where accusations could lead to swift and often unjust executions,
undermining the rule of law.

What impact did the Law of 22 Prairial have on the
perception of the revolutionary government?

The law tarnished the reputation of the revolutionary government, as it was
associated with tyranny and mass executions, leading to increased opposition
and calls for reform.



What historical significance does the Law of 22
Prairial hold today?

Today, the Law of 22 Prairial is often studied as a cautionary tale about the
dangers of extremism in governance and the balance between security and civil
liberties.

What were the consequences for those accused under
the Law of 22 Prairial?

Those accused under the Law faced a high likelihood of execution, often
without a fair trial, as the law favored rapid judgments over due process.
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