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France as ameans for the state to carry out capital punishment right up to 1977. One
of the last women guillotined in France was executed for providing abortions. The
Nazis guillotined about 16,500 people between 1933 and 1945—the same number of
people killed during the peak of the Terror in France.

A few victims of the guillotine:

• Ravachol (born François Claudius Koenigstein), anarchist
• Auguste Vaillant, anarchist
• Emile Henry, anarchist
• Sante Geronimo Caserio, anarchist
• Raymond Caillemin, Étienne Monier and André Soudy, all anarchist partici-
pants in the so-called Bonnot Gang

• Mécislas Charrier, anarchist
• Felice Orsini, who attempted to assassinate Napoleon III
• Hans and Sophie Scholl and Christoph Probst—members of Die Weisse Rose,
an underground anti-Nazi youth organization active in Munich 1942-1943.

“I am an anarchist. We have been hanged in Chicago, electrocuted in
New York, guillotined in Paris and strangled in Italy, and I will go with
my comrades. I am opposed to your Government and to your authority.
Down with them. Do your worst. Long live Anarchy.”
-Chummy Fleming

Further Reading
The Guillotine At Work, GP Maximoff

I Know Who Killed Chief Superintendent Luigi Calabresi, Alfredo M. Bonanno
Critique’s Quarrel with Church and State, Edgar Bauer
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classdoesnotmeanguillotiningeveryonewhocurrentlyownsayachtorpent-
house;itmeansmakingitimpossibleforanyonetosystematicallywieldcoercive
poweroveranyoneelse.Assoonasthatisimpossible,noyachtorpenthousewill
sitemptylong.

Asforourimmediateadversaries—thespecifichumanbeingswhoaredeter-
minedtomaintaintheprevailingorderatallcosts—weaspiretodefeatthem,not
toexterminatethem.Howeverselfishandrapacioustheyappear,atleastsomeof
theirvaluesaresimilartoours,andmostoftheirerrors—likeourown—arisefrom
theirfearsandweaknesses.Inmanycases,theyopposetheproposalsoftheLeft
preciselybecauseofwhatisinternallyinconsistentinthem—forexample,theidea
ofbringingaboutthefellowshipofhumanitybymeansofviolentcoercion.

Evenwhenweareengagedinpitchedphysicalstrugglewithouradversaries,we
oughttomaintainaprofoundfaithintheirpotential,forwehopetoliveindifferent
relationswiththemoneday.Asaspiringrevolutionaries,thishopeisourmost
preciousresource,thefoundationofeverythingwedo.Ifrevolutionarychangeis
tospreadthroughoutsocietyandacrosstheworld,thosewefighttodaywillhaveto
befightingalongsideustomorrow.Wedonotpreachconversionbythesword,nor
doweimaginethatwewillpersuadeouradversariesinsomeabstractmarketplace
ofideas;rather,weaimtointerruptthewaysthatcapitalismandthestatecurrently
reproducethemselveswhiledemonstratingthevirtuesofouralternativeinclusively
andcontagiously.Therearenoshortcutswhenitcomestolastingchange.

Preciselybecauseitissometimesnecessarytoemployforceinourconflictswith
thedefendersoftheprevailingorder,itisespeciallyimportantthatweneverlose
sightofouraspirations,ourcompassion,andouroptimism.Whenwearecom-
pelledtousecoerciveforce,theonlypossiblejustificationisthatitisanecessary
steptowardscreatingabetterworldforeveryone—includingourenemies,oratleast
theirchildren.Otherwise,weriskbecomingthenextJacobins,thenextdefilersof
therevolution.

“Theonlyrealrevengewecouldpossiblyhavewouldbebyourown
effortstobringourselvestohappiness.”
—WilliamMorris,inresponsetocallsforrevengeforpoliceattackson
demonstrationsinTrafalgarSquare

Appendix:TheBeheaded
TheguillotinedidnotenditscareerwiththeconclusionofthefirstFrenchRevo-
lution,norwhenitwasburnedduringtheParisCommune.Infact,itwasusedin
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148yearsagothisweek,onApril6,1871,armedparticipantsintherevolution-
aryParisCommuneseizedtheguillotinethatwasstoredneartheprisoninParis.
TheybroughtittothefootofthestatueofVoltaire,wheretheysmasheditinto
piecesandburneditinabonfire,totheapplauseofanimmensecrowd.1Thiswas
apopularactionarisingfromthegrassroots,notaspectaclecoordinatedbypoliti-
cians.Atthetime,theCommunecontrolledParis,whichwasstillinhabitedby
peopleofallclasses;theFrenchandPrussianarmiessurroundedthecityandwere
preparingtoinvadeitinordertoimposetheconservativeRepublicangovernment
ofAdolpheThiers.Intheseconditions,burningtheguillotinewasabravegesture
repudiatingtheReignofTerrorandtheideathatpositivesocialchangecanbe
achievedbyslaughteringpeople.

“What?”yousay,inshock,“TheCommunardsburnedtheguillotine?Whyon
earthwouldtheydothat?Ithoughttheguillotinewasasymbolofliberation!”

Whyindeed?Iftheguillotineisnotasymbolofliberation,thenwhyhasit
becomesuchastandardmotiffortheradicalleftoverthepastfewyears?Whyis
theinternetrepletewithguillotinememes?WhydoesTheCoupsing“Wegotthe
guillotine,youbetterrun”?ThemostpopularsocialistperiodicalisnamedJacobin,
aftertheoriginalproponentsoftheguillotine.Surelythiscan’tallbejustanironic
sendupoflingeringright-winganxietiesabouttheFrenchRevolution.

Theguillotinehascometooccupyourcollectiveimagination.Inatimewhen
theriftsinoursocietyarewideningtowardscivilwar,itrepresentsuncompromis-
ingbloodyrevenge.Itrepresentstheideathattheviolenceofthestatecouldbea
goodthingifonlytherightpeoplewereincharge.

Thosewhotaketheirownpowerlessnessforgrantedassumethattheycanpro-
motegruesomerevengefantasieswithoutconsequences.Butifweareseriousabout
changingtheworld,weoweittoourselvestomakesurethatourproposalsarenot
equallygruesome.

1AsreportedintheofficialjournaloftheParisCommune:
“OnThursday,atnineo’clockinthemorning,the137thbattalion,belongingtotheeleventhar-

rondissement,wenttoRueFolie-Mericourt;theyrequisitionedandtooktheguillotine,brokethehideous
machineintopieces,andburnedittotheapplauseofanimmensecrowd.

“TheyburneditatthefootofthestatueofthedefenderofSirvenandCalas,theapostleofhumanity,
theprecursoroftheFrenchRevolution,atthefootofthestatueofVoltaire.”

Thishadbeenannouncedearlierinthefollowingproclamation:
“Citizens,
“Wehavebeeninformedoftheconstructionofanewtypeofguillotinethatwascommissionedby

theodiousgovernment[i.e.,theconservativeRepublicangovernmentunderAdolpheThiers]—onethat
itiseasiertotransportandspeedier.TheSub-Committeeofthe11thArrondissementhasorderedthe
seizureoftheseservileinstrumentsofmonarchistdominationandhasvotedthattheybedestroyedonce
andforever.Theywillthereforebeburnedat10o’clockonApril6,1871,onthePlacedelaMairies,for
thepurificationoftheArrondissementandtheconsecrationofournewfreedom.”
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Vengeance

It’s not surprising that people want bloody revenge today. Capitalist profiteering is
rapidly rendering the planet uninhabitable. US Border Patrol is kidnapping, drug-
ging, and imprisoning children. Individual acts of racist and misogynist violence
occur regularly. For many people, daily life is increasingly humiliating and disem-
powering.

Those who don’t desire revenge because they are not compassionate enough
to be outraged about injustice or because they are simply not paying attention de-
serve no credit for this. There is less virtue in apathy than in the worst excesses of
vengefulness.

Do I want to take revenge on the police officers who murder people with im-
punity, on the billionaires who cash in on exploitation and gentrification, on the
bigots who harass and dox people? Yes, of course I do. They have killed people I
knew; they are trying to destroy everything I love. When I think about the harm
that they are causing, I feel ready to break their bones, to kill them with my bare
hands.

But that desire is distinct frommypolitics. I canwant somethingwithout having
to reverse-engineer a political justification for it. I can want something and choose
not to pursue it, if I want something else even more—in this case, an anarchist
revolution that is not based in revenge. I don’t judge other people for wanting
revenge, especially if they have been through worse than I have. But I also don’t
confuse that desire with a proposal for liberation.

If the sort of bloodlust I describe scares you, or if it simply seems unseemly,
then you absolutely have no business joking about other people carrying out indus-
trialized murder on your behalf.

For this is what distinguishes the fantasy of the guillotine: it is all about effi-
ciency and distance. Those who fetishize the guillotine don’t want to kill people
with their bare hands; they aren’t prepared to rend anyone’s flesh with their teeth.
They want their revenge automated and carried out for them. They are like the con-
sumers who blithely eat Chicken McNuggets but could never personally butcher a
cow or cut down a rainforest. They prefer for bloodshed to take place in an orderly
manner, with all the paperwork filled out properly, according to the example set by
the Jacobins and the Bolsheviks in imitation of the impersonal functioning of the
capitalist state.

And one more thing: they don’t want to have to take responsibility for it. They
prefer to express their fantasy ironically, retaining plausible deniability. Yet any-
one who has ever participated actively in social upheaval knows how narrow the
line can be between fantasy and reality. Let’s look at the “revolutionary” role the
guillotine has played in the past.
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Liberate, not Exterminate

“To give hope to the many oppressed and fear to the few oppressors,
that is our business; if we do the first and give hope to the many, the
few must be frightened by their hope. Otherwise, we do not want to
frighten them; it is not revenge wewant for poor people, but happiness;
indeed, what revenge can be taken for all the thousands of years of the
sufferings of the poor?”

—William Morris, “How We Live and How We Might Live”

So we repudiate the logic of the guillotine. We don’t want to exterminate our
enemies. We don’t think the way to create harmony is to subtract everyone who
does not share our ideology from the world. Our vision is a world in which many
worlds fit, as Subcomandante Marcos put it—a world in which the only thing that
is impossible is to dominate and oppress.

Anarchism is a proposal for everyone regarding how we might go about im-
proving our lives—workers and unemployed people, people of all ethnicities and
genders and nationalities or lack thereof. The anarchist proposal is not in the inter-
ests of one currently existing group against another: it is not a way to enrich the
poor at the expense of the rich, or to empower one ethnicity, nationality, or reli-
gion at others’ expense. That entire way of thinking is part of what we are trying
to escape. All of the “interests” that supposedly characterize different categories of
people are products of the prevailing order and must be transformed along with it,
not preserved or pandered to.

From our perspective, even the topmost positions of wealth and power that are
available in the existing order are worthless. Nothing that capitalism and the state
have to offer are of any value to us. We propose anarchist revolution on the grounds
that it could finally fulfill longings that the prevailing social order will never satisfy:
the desire to be able to provide for oneself and one’s loved ones without doing so
at anyone else’s expense, the wish to be valued for one’s creativity and character
rather than for how much profit one can generate, the longing to structure one’s
life around what is profoundly joyous rather than according to the imperatives of
competition.

We propose that everyone now living could get along—if not well, then at least
better—if we were not forced to compete for power and resources in the zero-sum
games of politics and economics.

Leave it to anti-Semites and other bigots to describe the enemy as a type of peo-
ple, to personify everything they fear as the Other. Our adversary is not a kind
of human being, but the form of social relations that imposes antagonism between
people as the fundamental model for politics and economics. Abolishing the ruling
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organizationthatarenecessarytoemployit.Inhismemoir,BashtheRich,Class
WarveteranIanBonequotesAngryBrigadememberJohnBarkertotheeffectthat
“petrolbombsarefarmoredemocraticthandynamite,”suggestingthatweshould
analyzeeverytoolofresistanceintermsofhowitstructurespower.Critiquing
thearmedstrugglemodeladoptedbyhierarchicalauthoritariangroupsinItalyin
the1970s,AlfredoBonannoandotherinsurrectionistsemphasizedthatliberation
couldonlybeachievedviahorizontal,decentralized,andparticipatorymethodsof
resistance.

“Itisimpossibletomaketherevolutionwiththeguillotinealone.Re-
vengeistheantechamberofpower.Anyonewhowantstoavenge
themselvesrequiresaleader.Aleadertotakethemtovictoryandre-
storewoundedjustice.”
—AlfredoBonanno,ArmedJoy

Together,ariotingcrowdcandefendanautonomouszoneorexertpressure
onauthoritieswithoutneedofhierarchicalcentralizedleadership.Wherethisbe-
comesimpossible—whensocietyhasbrokenupintotwodistinctsidesthatarefully
preparedtoslaughtereachotherviamilitarymeans—onemaynolongerspeakof
revolution,butonlyofwar.Thepremiseofrevolutionisthatsubversioncanspread
acrossthelinesofenmity,destabilizingfixedpositions,underminingtheallegiances
andassumptionsthatunderpinauthority.Weshouldneverhurrytomakethetran-
sitionfromrevolutionaryfermenttowarfare.Doingsousuallyforeclosespossibil-
itiesratherthanexpandingthem.

Asatool,theguillotinetakesforgrantedthatitisimpossibletotransformone’s
relationswiththeenemy,onlytoabolishthem.What’smore,theguillotineassumes
thatthevictimisalreadycompletelywithinthepowerofthepeoplewhoemployit.
Bycontrastwiththefeatsofcollectivecouragewehaveseenpeopleachieveagainst
tremendousoddsinpopularuprisings,theguillotineisaweaponforcowards.

Byrefusingtoslaughterourenemieswholesale,weholdopenthepossibility
thattheymightonedayjoinusinourprojectoftransformingtheworld.Self-
defenseisnecessary,butwhereverwecan,weshouldtaketheriskofleavingour
adversariesalive.Notdoingsoguaranteesthatwewillbenobetterthantheworst
ofthem.Fromamilitaryperspective,thisisahandicap;butifwetrulyaspireto
revolution,itistheonlyway.

“Theguillotineisthelawmadeconcrete…Itisnotneutralanddoes
notpermityoutoremainneutral.Whoeverseesitquakes,mysteri-
ouslyshakentothecore.Allsocialproblemssetuptheirquestion
markaroundthatblade.”
—VictorHugo,LesMisérables

5

“Butrevengeisunworthyofananarchist!Thedawn,ourdawn,claims
noquarrels,nocrimes,nolies;itaffirmslife,love,knowledge;wework
tohastenthatday.”
—KurtGustavWilckens—anarchist,pacifist,andassassinofColonel
HéctorVarela,theArgentineofficialwhohadoverseentheslaughter
ofapproximately1500strikingworkersinPatagonia.

AVeryBriefHistoryoftheGuillotine
Theguillotineisassociatedwithradicalpoliticsbecauseitwasusedintheorigi-
nalFrenchRevolutiontobeheadmonarchLouisXVIonJanuary21,1793,several
monthsafterhisarrest.ButonceyouopenthePandora’sboxofexterminatory
force,it’sdifficulttocloseitagain.

Havinggottenstartedusingtheguillotineasaninstrumentofsocialchange,
MaximiliendeRobespierre,sometimePresidentoftheJacobinClub,continuedem-
ployingittoconsolidatepowerforhisfactionoftheRepublicangovernment.As
iscustomaryfordemagogues,Robespierre,GeorgesDanton,andotherradicals
availedthemselvesoftheassistanceofthesans-culottes,theangrypoor,tooust
themoremoderatefaction,theGirondists,inJune1793.(TheGirondists,too,were
Jacobins;ifyouloveaJacobin,thebestthingyoucandoforhimistopreventhis
partyfromcomingtopower,sinceheiscertaintobenextupagainstthewallafter
you.)AfterguillotiningtheGirondistsenmasse,Robespierresetaboutconsolidat-
ingpowerattheexpenseofDanton,thesans-culottes,andeveryoneelse.

“Therevolutionarygovernmenthasnothingincommonwithanarchy.
Onthecontrary,itsgoalistosuppressitinordertoensureandsolidify
thereignoflaw.”
—MaximilienRobespierre,distinguishinghisautocraticgovernment
fromthemoreradicalgrassrootsmovementsthathelpedtocreatethe
FrenchRevolution.2

Byearly1794,Robespierreandhisallieshadsentagreatnumberofpeopleat
leastasradicalasthemselvestotheguillotine,includingAnaxagorasChaumette

2Aswehavearguedelsewhere,fetishizing“theruleoflaw”oftenservestolegitimizeatrocitiesthat
wouldotherwisebeperceivedasghastlyandunjust.Historyshowsagainandagainhowcentralized
governmentcanperpetrateviolenceonamuchgreaterscalethananythingthatarisesin“unorganized
chaos.”
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and the so-called Enragés, Jacques Hébert and the so-called Hébertists, proto-
feminist and abolitionist Olympe de Gouges, Camille Desmoulins (who had had
the gall to suggest to his childhood friend Robespierre that “love is stronger and
more lasting than fear”)—and Desmoulins’s wife, for good measure, despite her
sister having been Robespierre’s fiancée. They also arranged for the guillotining
of Georges Danton and Danton’s supporters, alongside various other former allies.
To celebrate all this bloodletting, Robespierre organized the Festival of the Supreme
Being, a mandatory public ceremony inaugurating an invented state religion.3

After this, it was only a month and a half before Robespierre himself was guil-
lotined, having exterminated too many of those who might have fought beside him
against the counterrevolution. This set the stage for a period of reaction that cul-
minated with Napoleon Bonaparte seizing power and crowning himself Emperor.
According to the French Republican Calendar (an innovation that did not catch on,
but was briefly reintroduced during the Paris Commune), Robespierre’s execution
took place during the month of Thermidor. Consequently, the name Thermidor is
forever associated with the onset of the counterrevolution.

“Robespierre killed the Revolution in three blows: the execution of
Hébert, the execution of Danton, the Cult of the Supreme Being… The
victory of Robespierre, far from saving it, would have meant only a
more profound and irreparable fall.”
—Louis-Auguste Blanqui, himself hardly an opponent of authoritarian
violence.

But it is a mistake to focus on Robespierre. Robespierre himself was not a super-
human tyrant. At best, he was a zealous apparatchik who filled a role that count-
less revolutionaries were vying for, a role that another person would have played
if he had not. The issue was systemic—the competition for centralized dictatorial
power—not a matter of individual wrongdoing.

The tragedy of 1793-1795 confirms that whatever tool you use to bring about a
revolution will surely be used against you. But the problem is not just the tool, it’s
the logic behind it. Rather than demonizing Robespierre—or Lenin, Stalin, or Pol
Pot—we have to examine the logic of the guillotine.

To a certain extent, we can understandwhy Robespierre and his contemporaries
ended up relying on mass murder as a political tool. They were threatened by for-
eign military invasion, internal conspiracies, and counterrevolutionary uprisings;

3Nauseatingly, at least one contributor to Jacobin magazine has even attempted to rehabilitate this
precursor to the worst excesses of Stalinism, pretending that a state-mandated religion could be prefer-
able to authoritarian atheism. The alternative to both authoritarian religions and authoritarian ideolo-
gies that promote Islamophobia and the like is not for an authoritarian state to impose a religion of
its own, but to build grassroots solidarity across political and religious lines in defense of freedom of
conscience.
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anyone to overthrow the state and abolish capitalism. This is more becoming of our
dignity as partisans of liberation.

It is possible to be committed to revolutionary struggle by all means necessary
without holding life cheap. It is possible to eschew the sanctimonious moralism of
pacifism without thereby developing a cynical lust for blood. We need to develop
the ability to wield force without ever mistaking power over others for our true
objective, which is to collectively create the conditions for the freedom of all.

“That humanity might be redeemed from revenge: that is for me the
bridge to the highest hope and a rainbow after lashing storms.”
—Friedrich Nietzsche (not himself a partisan of liberation, but one of
the foremost theorists of the hazards of vengefulness)

Instead of the Guillotine
Of course, it’s pointless to appeal to the better nature of our oppressors until we
have succeeded in making it impossible for them to benefit from oppressing us.
The question is how to accomplish that.

Apologists for the Jacobins will protest that, under the circumstances, at least
some bloodletting was necessary to advance the revolutionary cause. Practically
all of the revolutionary massacres in history have been justified on the grounds of
necessity—that’s how people always justify massacres. Even if some bloodletting
were necessary, that it is still no excuse to cultivate bloodlust and entitlement as
revolutionary values. If we wish to wield coercive force responsibly when there is
no other choice, we should cultivate a distaste for it.

Have mass killings ever helped us advance our cause? Certainly, the compara-
tively few executions that anarchists have carried out—such as the killings of pro-
fascist clergy during the Spanish Civil War—have enabled our enemies to depict
us in the worst light, even if they are responsible for ten thousand times as many
murders. Reactionaries throughout history have always disingenuously held revo-
lutionaries to a double standard, forgiving the state for murdering civilians by the
million while taking insurgents to task for so much as breaking a window. The
question is not whether they have made us popular, but whether they have a place
in a project of liberation. If we seek transformation rather than conquest, we ought
to appraise our victories according to a different logic than the police and militaries
we confront.

This is not an argument against the use of force. Rather, it is a question about
how to employ it without creating new hierarchies, new forms of systematic op-
pression.

The image of the guillotine is propaganda for the kind of authoritarian organiza-
tion that can avail itself of that particular tool. Every tool implies the forms of social
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terrifying.Theycanswallowtotalitarianismbecausetheyhaveno
experienceofanythingexceptliberalism.”

PunishingtheGuilty
“Trustvisionsthatdon’tfeaturebucketsofblood.”
—JennyHolzer

Byandlarge,wetendtobemoreawareofthewrongscommittedagainstus
thanweareofthewrongswecommitagainstothers.Wearemostdangerouswhen
wefeelmostwronged,becausewefeelmostentitledtopassjudgment,tobecruel.
Themorejustifiedwefeel,themorecarefulweoughttobenottoreplicatethe
patternsofthejusticeindustry,theassumptionsofthecarceralstate,thelogicof
theguillotine.Again,thisdoesnotjustifyinaction;itissimplytosaythatwemust
proceedmostcriticallypreciselywhenwefeelmostrighteous,lestweassumethe
roleofouroppressors.

Whenweseeourselvesasfightingagainstspecifichumanbeingsratherthan
socialphenomena,itbecomesmoredifficulttorecognizethewaysthatweourselves
participateinthosephenomena.Weexternalizetheproblemassomethingoutside
ourselves,personifyingitasanenemythatcanbesacrificedtosymbolicallycleanse
ourselves.Yetwhatwedototheworstofuswilleventuallybedonetotherestof
us.

Asasymbolofvengeance,theguillotinetemptsustoimagineourselvesstand-
inginjudgment,anointedwiththebloodofthewicked.TheChristianeconomics
ofrighteousnessanddamnationisessentialtothistableau.Onthecontrary,ifwe
useittosymbolizeanything,theguillotineshouldremindusofthedangerofbe-
comingwhatwehate.Thebestthingwouldbetobeabletofightwithouthatred,
outofanoptimisticbeliefinthetremendouspotentialofhumanity.

Often,allittakestobeabletoceasetohateapersonistosucceedinmaking
itimpossibleforhimtoposeanykindofthreattoyou.Whensomeoneisalready
inyourpower,itiscontemptibletokillhim.Thisisthecrucialmomentforany
revolution,themomentwhentherevolutionarieshavetheopportunitytotakegra-
tuitousrevenge,toexterminateratherthansimplytodefeat.Iftheydonotpass
thistest,theirvictorywillbemoreignominiousthananyfailure.

Theworstpunishmentanyonecouldinflictonthosewhogovernandpoliceus
todaywouldbetocompelthemtoliveinasocietyinwhicheverythingthey’ve
doneisregardedasembarrassing—forthemtohavetositinassembliesinwhich
noonelistenstothem,togoonlivingamonguswithoutanyspecialprivilegesin
fullawarenessoftheharmtheyhavedone.Ifwefantasizeaboutanything,letus
fantasizeaboutmakingourmovementssostrongthatwewillhardlyhavetokill
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theyweremakingdecisionsinanextremelyhigh-stressenvironment.Butifitis
possibletounderstandhowtheycametoembracetheguillotine,itisimpossible
toarguethatallthekillingswerenecessarytosecuretheirposition.Theirown
executionsrefutethatargumenteloquentlyenough.

Likewise,itiswrongtoimaginethattheguillotinewasemployedchieflyagainst
therulingclass,evenattheheightofJacobinrule.Beingconsummatebureaucrats,
theJacobinskeptdetailedrecords.BetweenJune1793andtheendofJuly1794,
16,594peoplewereofficiallysentencedtodeathinFrance,including2639people
inParis.OftheformaldeathsentencespassedundertheTerror,only8percent
weredoledouttoaristocratsand6percenttomembersoftheclergy;therestwere
dividedbetweenthemiddleclassandthepoor,withthevastmajorityofthevictims
comingfromthelowerclasses.

ThestorythatplayedoutinthefirstFrenchrevolutionwasnotafluke.Half
acenturylater,theFrenchRevolutionof1848followedasimilartrajectory.In
February,arevolutionledbyangrypoorpeoplegaveRepublicanpoliticiansstate
power;inJune,whenlifeunderthenewgovernmentturnedouttobelittlebetter
thanlifeundertheking,thepeopleofParisrevoltedonceagainandthepoliticians
orderedthearmytomassacretheminthenameoftherevolution.Thissetthe
stageforthenephewoftheoriginalNapoleontowinthepresidentialelectionof
December1848,promisingto“restoreorder.”Threeyearslater,havingexiledall
theRepublicanpoliticians,NapoleonIIIabolishedtheRepublicandcrownedhim-
selfEmperor—promptingMarx’sfamousquipthathistoryrepeatsitself,“thefirst
timeastragedy,thesecondtimeasfarce.”

Likewise,aftertheFrenchrevolutionof1870putAdolpheThiersinpower,he
ruthlesslybutcheredtheParisCommune,butthisonlypavedthewayforevenmore
reactionarypoliticianstosupplanthimin1873.Inallthreeofthesecases,wesee
howrevolutionarieswhoareintentonwieldingstatepowermustembracethelogic
oftheguillotinetoacquireit,andthen,havingbrutallycrushedotherrevolutionar-
iesinhopesofconsolidatingcontrol,areinevitablydefeatedbymorereactionary
forces.

Inthe20thcentury,LenindescribedRobespierreasaBolshevikavantlalettre,
affirmingtheTerrorasanantecedentoftheBolshevikproject.Hewasnottheonly
persontodrawthatcomparison.

“We’llbeourownThermidor,”BolshevikapologistVictorSergerecallsLenin
proclaimingashepreparedtobutchertherebelsofKronstadt.Inotherwords,hav-
ingcrushedtheanarchistsandeveryoneelsetotheleftofthem,theBolsheviks
wouldsurvivethereactionbybecomingthecounterrevolutionthemselves.They
hadalreadyreintroducedfixedhierarchiesintotheRedArmyinordertorecruit
formerTsaristofficerstojoinit;alongsidetheirvictoryovertheinsurgentsinKro-
nstadt,theyreintroducedthefreemarketandcapitalism,albeitunderstatecontrol.
EventuallyStalinassumedthepositiononceoccupiedbyNapoleon.
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So the guillotine is not an instrument of liberation. This was already clear in
1795, well over a century before the Bolsheviks initiated their own Terror, nearly
two centuries before the Khmer Rouge exterminated almost a quarter of the popu-
lation of Cambodia.

Why, then, has the guillotine come back into fashion as a symbol of resistance
to tyranny? The answer to this will tell us something about the psychology of our
time.

“WE ARE NOT TAKING REVENGE”
“The long oppression of the Communist dictatorship over the laborers
has called forth the completely natural indignation of the masses. As a
result of this, the boycott or removal from service of Communists’ rela-
tives has been adopted in several places. This must not be. We are not
taking revenge, but defending our laboring interests. It is necessary to
act with restraint, and to remove only those who strive through sabo-
tage or slanderous agitation to interfere with restoration of the power
and rights of the laborers.”
—Kronstadt Izvestia, issue 5 —the March 7, 1921 issue of the daily paper
of the Kronstadt uprising

Fetishizing the Violence of the State
It is shocking that even today, radicals would associate themselveswith the Jacobins,
a tendency that was reactionary by the end of 1793. But the explanation isn’t hard
to work out. Then, as now, there are people who want to think of themselves as
radical without having to actually make a radical break with the institutions and
practices that are familiar to them. “The tradition of all dead generations weighs
like a nightmare on the brains of the living,” as Marx said.

If—to use Max Weber’s famous definition—an aspiring government qualifies as
representing the state by achieving a monopoly on the legitimate use of physical
force within a given territory, then one of the most persuasive ways it can demon-
strate its sovereignty is to wield lethal force with impunity. This explains the vari-
ous reports to the effect that public beheadings were observed as festive or even re-
ligious occasions during the French Revolution. Before the Revolution, beheadings
were affirmations of the sacred authority of the monarch; during the Revolution,
when the representatives of the Republic presided over executions, this confirmed
that they held sovereignty—in the name ofThe People, of course. “Louis must die so
that the nation may live,” Robespierre had proclaimed, seeking to sanctify the birth
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of bourgeois nationalism by literally baptizing it in the blood of the previous social
order. Once the Republic was inaugurated on these grounds, it required continuous
sacrifices to affirm its authority.

Here we see the essence of the state: it can kill, but it cannot give life. As the
concentration of political legitimacy and coercive force, it can do harm, but it can-
not establish the kind of positive freedom that individuals experience when they
are grounded in mutually supportive communities. It cannot create the kind of sol-
idarity that gives rise to harmony between people. What we use the state to do to
others, others can use the state to do to us—as Robespierre experienced—but no one
can use the coercive apparatus of the state for the cause of liberation.

For radicals, fetishizing the guillotine is just like fetishizing the state: it
means celebrating an instrument ofmurder that will always be used chiefly
against us.

Those who have been stripped of a positive relationship to their own agency
often look around for a surrogate to identify with—a leader whose violence can
stand in for the revenge they desire as a consequence of their own powerlessness. In
the Trump era, we are all well aware of what this looks like among disenfranchised
proponents of far-right politics. But there are also people who feel powerless and
angry on the left, people who desire revenge, people who want to see the state that
has crushed them turned against their enemies.

Reminding “tankies” of the atrocities and betrayals state socialists per-
petrated from 1917 on is like calling Trump racist and sexist. Publi-
cizing the fact that Trump is a serial sexual assaulter only made him
more popular with his misogynistic base; likewise, the blood-drenched
history of authoritarian party socialism can only make it more appeal-
ing to those who are chiefly motivated by the desire to identify with
something powerful.

—Anarchists in the Trump Era

Now that the Soviet Union has been defunct for almost 30 years—and owing to
the difficulty of receiving firsthand perspectives from the exploited Chinese work-
ing class—many people in North America experience authoritarian socialism as an
entirely abstract concept, as distant from their lived experience as mass executions
by guillotine. Desiring not only revenge but also a deus ex machina to rescue them
from both the nightmare of capitalism and the responsibility to create an alternative
to it themselves, they imagine the authoritarian state as a champion that could fight
on their behalf. Recall what George Orwell said of the comfortable British Stalinist
writers of the 1930s in his essay “Inside the Whale”:

“To people of that kind such things as purges, secret police, summary
executions, imprisonment without trial etc., etc., are too remote to be


