
the french revolution storming of the
bastille

the french revolution storming of the bastille stands as one of the most
iconic and pivotal events in French history. Occurring on July 14, 1789, this
dramatic assault on the Bastille fortress-prison symbolized the uprising of
the French people against the absolute monarchy and the oppressive regime of
King Louis XVI. The event marked the beginning of the French Revolution, a
period characterized by radical social and political change which would
profoundly influence modern democratic ideals. This article explores the
causes leading to the storming, the event itself, its immediate consequences,
and its enduring legacy in French and global history. Understanding the
context and significance of the Bastille’s fall provides valuable insight
into the revolutionary spirit that reshaped France and inspired movements
worldwide.
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Historical Background Leading to the Storming
The french revolution storming of the bastille did not occur in isolation but
was the culmination of escalating tensions within French society. In the late
18th century, France faced severe economic hardship exacerbated by widespread
famine, government debt, and inequitable taxation. The rigid social hierarchy
divided French society into three estates: the clergy, nobility, and the
commoners, with the latter burdened by heavy taxes and lacking political
representation.

Economic Crisis and Social Inequality
France’s financial crisis, largely due to costly wars and extravagant royal
spending, left the monarchy desperate for new revenue. The Third Estate,
representing commoners, demanded reforms to address inequities and to
establish a fairer taxation system. However, entrenched privileges of the
First and Second Estates prevented meaningful change, fueling popular



discontent.

Political Unrest and the Estates-General
In May 1789, King Louis XVI convened the Estates-General to address the
crisis, but disputes over voting procedures led the Third Estate to break
away and declare itself the National Assembly, asserting the right to
represent the French people. This act of defiance heightened tensions and set
the stage for confrontation.

The Bastille: Symbolism and Structure
The Bastille was more than just a fortress; it was a potent symbol of royal
tyranny and arbitrary power. Originally built as a medieval fortress, by the
late 18th century, it functioned primarily as a state prison used to detain
political prisoners and others without trial under the king’s orders.

Architectural and Strategic Importance
Located in the heart of Paris, the Bastille was heavily fortified with
massive walls, towers, and a garrison of troops. Despite its formidable
defenses, the prison held relatively few inmates at the time of the storming,
but its symbolic role was immense.

Representation of Oppression
To the French populace, the Bastille embodied the monarchy’s arbitrary
justice and oppression. It was widely feared and resented as a place where
dissenters could disappear at the king’s whim, making it a natural target
during the revolutionary fervor.

The Events of July 14, 1789
The storming of the Bastille was a climactic event driven by a mixture of
fear, anger, and the desire for liberty. On the morning of July 14, an armed
crowd of Parisians, including working-class citizens and mutinous soldiers,
gathered to seize weapons and gunpowder stored within the fortress.

Mobilization and Initial Clashes
The crowd’s initial demand was for the surrender of the Bastille and the
release of prisoners. When negotiations failed, tension escalated into
violent skirmishes between the insurgents and the fortress’s defenders. The



governor of the Bastille, Bernard-René de Launay, ultimately surrendered
after several hours of fighting.

Casualties and Aftermath
The battle resulted in the deaths of numerous insurgents and defenders. The
fortress was captured, and its fall became a powerful symbol of resistance.
The governor was killed by the crowd, and the Bastille was subsequently
dismantled by order of revolutionary authorities.

Immediate Impact and Political Consequences
The french revolution storming of the bastille had immediate and far-reaching
effects on the political landscape of France. It emboldened revolutionary
forces and led to the collapse of royal authority in Paris, accelerating the
revolutionary momentum.

Rise of Popular Power
The successful assault demonstrated that the people could challenge and
overthrow royal power. It inspired uprisings across France and led to the
establishment of local militias, known as the National Guard, to maintain
order and protect revolutionary gains.

Political Reforms and the Decline of the Monarchy
In response to the crisis, King Louis XVI was forced to recognize the
National Assembly and accept revolutionary reforms. The storming weakened the
monarchy’s position, eventually leading to the abolition of the absolute
monarchy and the establishment of the French Republic.

The Legacy of the Storming of the Bastille
The storming of the Bastille remains a defining moment in French and world
history. It symbolizes the fight against oppression and the quest for freedom
and equality. Its legacy continues to influence political discourse and
popular culture.

National Holiday and Symbolism
July 14, known as Bastille Day, is celebrated annually as France’s national
holiday. It commemorates the spirit of the revolution and the enduring values
of liberty, fraternity, and equality that emerged from this tumultuous



period.

Global Influence
The event inspired revolutionary movements worldwide by demonstrating the
power of popular uprising against despotic regimes. It remains a powerful
emblem of resistance and democratic aspiration.

Key Elements of the Bastille’s Legacy

Symbol of the fight against tyranny

Inspiration for democratic reforms

Emblem of national unity and pride

Reminder of the importance of citizen participation in governance

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Storming of the Bastille?
The Storming of the Bastille was a pivotal event on July 14, 1789, when
revolutionaries attacked the Bastille prison in Paris, symbolizing the
uprising against the monarchy and the beginning of the French Revolution.

Why was the Bastille targeted during the French
Revolution?
The Bastille was targeted because it was seen as a symbol of royal tyranny
and oppression, housing political prisoners and representing the absolute
power of King Louis XVI.

What date did the Storming of the Bastille occur and
why is it significant?
It occurred on July 14, 1789, and is significant because it marked the start
of the popular revolt against the French monarchy and is now celebrated as
France's national day, Bastille Day.



How did the Storming of the Bastille influence the
course of the French Revolution?
The event galvanized revolutionary sentiment across France, leading to
widespread uprisings, the fall of the monarchy, and the eventual
establishment of a republic.

Who were the main participants in the Storming of
the Bastille?
The main participants were Parisian revolutionaries, including common
citizens, members of the National Guard, and some soldiers sympathetic to the
revolutionaries.

What happened to the prisoners and the Bastille
after the storming?
At the time of the storming, only seven prisoners were held in the Bastille
who were freed by the revolutionaries; the fortress was subsequently
dismantled as a symbol of the end of royal despotism.

Additional Resources
1. Citizens: A Chronicle of the French Revolution by Simon Schama
This comprehensive narrative explores the complex events leading up to and
following the French Revolution, with a detailed account of the storming of
the Bastille. Schama offers vivid portraits of key figures and the social
upheaval that shaped France. The book combines political, social, and
cultural history to provide a rich context for understanding the revolution’s
causes and consequences.

2. The French Revolution: From Enlightenment to Tyranny by Ian Davidson
Davidson’s work traces the ideological roots of the French Revolution and
highlights the dramatic moments, including the storming of the Bastille. The
book examines how Enlightenment ideas fueled revolutionary fervor and how
initial hopes for liberty transformed into violence and dictatorship. It’s an
accessible yet scholarly overview of the revolution’s trajectory.

3. The Storming of the Bastille: The Beginning of the French Revolution by
Christopher Hibbert
This book focuses specifically on the pivotal event of July 14, 1789, when
revolutionaries took control of the Bastille fortress. Hibbert provides a
detailed narrative of the day’s events, the motivations of the insurgents,
and the symbolic significance of the Bastille’s fall. His engaging writing
style makes the complex history approachable for general readers.

4. Revolutionary Paris: A History in 15 Battles by Don H. Doyle
While covering multiple key confrontations during the French Revolution,



Doyle dedicates significant attention to the storming of the Bastille. The
book places the event within the broader context of revolutionary violence
and political struggle. It offers insight into how these battles shaped
modern France.

5. The Old Regime and the French Revolution by Alexis de Tocqueville
Tocqueville’s classic analysis delves into the social and political
structures of pre-revolutionary France, setting the stage for events like the
Bastille storming. His reflections on the collapse of the Old Regime remain
influential in understanding the underlying causes of the revolution. Though
written in the 19th century, it provides timeless insights into the dynamics
of revolution.

6. Liberty or Death: The French Revolution by Peter McPhee
McPhee presents a balanced narrative of the French Revolution, emphasizing
the dramatic changes and conflicts that erupted during this period. The
storming of the Bastille is highlighted as a turning point that galvanized
revolutionary momentum. The book explores both the ideals and the violent
realities of the revolution.

7. Storming the Bastille: The French Revolution’s Iconic Event by David
Andress
Andress offers a focused study on the symbolism and impact of the Bastille’s
fall. The book investigates how the event became a powerful emblem of popular
resistance and revolution worldwide. It also explores the myths and realities
surrounding the storming and its aftermath.

8. The French Revolution: A Very Short Introduction by William Doyle
This concise volume provides a clear overview of the French Revolution,
including the storming of the Bastille as a critical moment. Doyle explains
the causes, key players, and consequences in an accessible format. It’s ideal
for readers seeking a brief yet informative introduction.

9. July 14: The Day the Bastille Fell by Patrice Gueniffey
Gueniffey offers a day-by-day reconstruction of the events leading to and
including the storming of the Bastille. The book captures the tension,
excitement, and chaos of that historic day. It also examines the immediate
political repercussions and the Bastille’s enduring legacy in French national
identity.
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