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Declaration of Rights of Man:  Post Revolution




2 Extraordinary Episodes

By Nira Kaplan

1789: The year revolutionaries in France stormed the Bastille and drafted the Declaration of the Rights of Man. No two historical moments could have differed more in context or participants. One was a violent takeover of the state’s most notorious prison by a motley group of artisans, shopkeepers, and workers. The other was an abstract debate among France’s elite against the elegant backdrop of the palace at Versailles. Yet, the two events were a turning point in French history.

By July 1789, the king and the newly formed National Assembly were at a stalemate, with each refusing to acknowledge the other’s power to rule. Reports of this struggle were broadcast daily in nearby Paris, where the population strongly supported the new National Assembly. For months, Paris had suffered from high bread prices, which ate into workers’ low wages. Many in the city believed a new government would improve their situation.

The monarchy, however, viewed the city’s support for the Revolution with alarm. Paris was the financial and intellectual center of France, and its political influence was significant. In past conflicts, the French monarchy had even laid siege to the city and starved its residents. So, tensions were high in early July when word came that the king, influenced by those who backed the monarchy, had dismissed Jacques Necker. Necker was the popular royal finance minister who favored lower bread prices and liberal reforms. At the same time, royal troops arrived at the outskirts of the city. It seemed that the king was finally moving to crush the Revolution by cutting off the National Assembly from its Parisian supporters.

Fearful of retaliation by royal troops, a crowd of mainly shopkeepers, minor tradesmen, and workers frantically began searching for arms on July 12 and 13. On the 14th, they arrived at the gates of the Bastille, convinced that the prison held ammunition, including powder—stockpiled in the cellar. The medieval fortress had formerly housed many victims of royal oppression, but by 1789 only a few inmates and a small garrison were within. Unwilling to face a long siege, the fortress commander ordered the gates opened, and people flowed into the courtyard. In the confusion, troops fired on the crowd. A bloody battle followed, ending with the beheading of the fortress commander and a triumphant parade of the captive garrison through the streets. The next day, Louis XVI ordered the troops around Paris to disperse, in effect accepting the National Assembly’s bid for power. By the fall of 1789, the king was forced to share power with the Assembly, as part of a constitutional monarchy beholden to the people.

While the populace’s attack on the Bastille had been, at first, only a search for arms, it served to tip the balance in favor of continuing the Revolution. Its surrender symbolized the triumph of the people of Paris over despotism. Soon after, the fortress was dismantled as a sign of the people’s newfound political power.

The members of the National Assembly were relieved by the events of July 14, but not for long. Reports soon reached them of riots and attacks on noble property throughout France. Deputies in the Assembly saw this unrest as an attack on aristocratic privileges. In an extraordinary meeting on August 4, they agreed to abolish all the privileges that had characterized Old Regime France. Called “a moment of drunkenness” by one observer, the destruction of privileges laid the groundwork for the Declaration of the Rights of Man, which was approved by the National Assembly on August 26, 1789.

Under the Declaration of the Rights, everyone was equal before the law, and all had the same rights and liberties, including freedom of religion, free speech, and the ownership of private property. The nation, not the king, was the source of all laws and political power. Nobles, clergy, judges, workers, and even peasants enjoyed the same freedoms and responsibilities under this new regime based on the people’s will.

Pressured by popular forces out of their control, the elite members of the National Assembly created the most important statement of democratic principles in modern history. Their Declaration of the  Rights did not just address the freedom of French citizens, but also stated that all “men are born free and remain equal in rights.” By declaring that rights were universal, the Declaration started a debate about extending rights to all sorts of social groups, including women, minorities, and slaves in the colonies. Nations throughout the world used the ideals expressed in 1789 as a model for their own democratic governments. Even the United Nations based its Universal Declaration of Human Rights on the Declaration of the Rights of Man. 

Despotism refers to the rule of a government by an absolute ruler with unlimited powers.
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