
Dear Ministers, Commissioners, Ambassadors, Heads of international 

agencies, members of the diplomatic corps, 

Dear Friends and Colleagues,  

 

First of all, let me thank you for attending the celebration, here in 

Asmara, of the French National Day, which, this year, marks the 

230th anniversary of the beginning of the French Revolution.   

As you probably all know, Bastille Day indeed commemorates what 

is, chronologically speaking, the first symbol of a process from which 

there would be no point of return, as illustrated by the surreal 

exchange which took place on Bastille Day, after the infamous state 

prison was stormed, between King Louis XVIth and one of his 

advisors, the duke of Liancourt. To the question of King Louis asking 

the Duke : «Is it a riot ?», the sovereign got the insightful answer : 

«No, Your Majesty, it is a revolution». That was indeed the deep 

significance of the storming of the Bastille prison on July 14, 1789, by 

angry Parisian crowds. 



This seismic act demonstrated that ordinary people would no longer 

accept the monarchical power of the king. It signalled the start of the 

French Revolution, from which ensued the creation of the modern 

French Republic.  

July 14 was eventually chosen as the French national holiday in 

1880 and has been observed ever since.  

Located in the eastern part of Paris, the Bastille was originally a 

medieval fortress built around 1370 to defend the city from the 

English in the 100 Years War. In 1417, it became a state prison 

and during the reign of King Louis XVI, it was still used, as Louis 

XIV and Louis XV had done before him, to hold the monarch’s 

opponents, who were often kept there for years. 

Except that, in 1789, the times had changed, and the King did not 

know about it until it was too late for him. 

As a matter of fact, Revolutionary fervour had been gripping France 

for at least two years prior to the storming of the Bastille. Simmering 

tensions over the weak monarchy, persistently high taxes and rising 

food prices were slowing escalating. Feudal aristocracy still ruled over 
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the peasants, as it had since the Middle Ages, whereas ideas belonging 

to philosophers of the French Enlightenment were beginning to 

permeate public consciousness. 

In 1789, resentment towards the bankrupt Bourbon monarchy reached 

a new climax when Louis XVI called a crisis meeting of the Estates 

General and requested the Third Estate (i.e. the common French 

population) on May 5, 1789 to accept a bid to raise taxes further. 

 

Furious at the prospect, the Estates General took action and formed 

the National Assembly on June 17. They took the "Tennis Court 

Oath" three days later, vowing "not to separate, and to reassemble 

wherever circumstances require, until the constitution of the 

kingdom is established."  

As July arrived, an angry and aggressive mob decided to attack he 

feared Bastille prison. Although it contained just seven inmates in 

1789, it was chosen as a target because it was a symbol of the heavy-

handedness of royal rule and oppression by the ruling classes at a time 

when the poor were starving.  



On July 14, 300 revolutionaries surrounded the prison, demanding the 

huge stash of arms and ammunition stored inside the prison's 

walls. The guards resisted so the attackers surged forward, and, after a 

violent battle, eventually captured the building, pulling down its walls 

and releasing the inmates. The governor was also seized and killed. 

 

Revolution - that's what it was. It wasn't instant, but big changes did 

happen in a matter of weeks. 

In August 1789, just a few weeks after the storming of the 

Bastille, the National Assembly abolished feudalism and 

adopted the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen as its 

constitution. Inspired by the American Declaration of Independence, it 

contained the iconic statement: “Men are born free and remain free 

and equal in rights.” Just as the Declaration of Independence led later 

to the writing of the American Constitution, so to did the Declaration 

of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen lead to the writing of a 

constitution for France. 

 



But let’s go back to the events of 1789. In October 1789, Louis XVI 

and his queen Marie-Antoinette, who lived cocooned in their enclave 

of luxury at the Palace of Versailles on the outskirts of Paris, were 

removed from their home by 4,000 rioters and transferred to 

the Tuileries, in the heart of Paris, where revolutionaries kept watch 

over them. 

After a failed attempt to flee to Austria in 1791, tensions continued to 

rise between the protectors of the king and the revolutionaries - and 

among the revolutionaries themselves. This culminated in the 

storming of the Tuileries by a new mob and the arrest of Louis XVI in 

1792.  

France was finally declared a Republic in September that year, 

bringing the 1300-year-old monarchy to an end, and, in January the 

following year, Louis XVI was executed on the grounds of treason. 

He had been the unfortunate 82nd King of France since Clovis was 

crowned in Reims in 481. The events of 1789-1793 thus put an end to 

the oldest monarchy in Europe, which had been established only 5 

years after the fall in 476 of Rome and of the Western Roman Empire. 
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In the months that followed the execution of the king, thousands of 

people, considered enemies of the new Republic, were also put to 

death in a "Reign of Terror" which lasted until 1794. 

In 1799, Napoleon Bonaparte led a coup that wrestled power from the 

early revolutionaries and in 1804, he became the first Emperor of 

France. This ended a 10-year revolutionary cycle, and the nation 

entered a 15-year dictatorship under his military rule, marked by the 

invasion of most of Europe. 

 

During the 230 years which have elapsed since Bastille Day, France 

has experienced 3 more kings, 2 emperors, 10 constitutions and 26 

Presidents. The current constitutional arrangements date back from 

1958, and have provided France with strong and democratic 

institutions, which allow it to thrive.  

 

Indeed, you may know France as the world's sixth largest economy or 

as the n°1 tourist destination on Earth, or, even more traditionally, as 

the planet’s foremost wine producer and Europe’s leading agrcultural 



power. It is maybe less well known that, among telling signs of its 

level of preparation of the future, France ranks 2
nd

 in Europe for the 

number of patents filed, is the world’s second-largest investor in the 

space sector, is also the largest electric vehicle market in Europe, and 

ranks 3rd in the world in terms of energy transition performance. 

It is this old country, proud of its history, it art, its accomplishments 

and its values, and at the same time resolutely turned towards the 

future, which extends its hand of friendship to all those who cherish 

peace and multilateral cooperation. 

It is in this perspective of ever promoting peace and cooperation that 

we hope, through our presence in Eritrea, to achieve here much more 

in the future than we have in the past. Deeply aware of this past, 

nevertheless resolutely turned towards the future, and mindful of the 

saying « where there is a will, there is a way », let’s raise our glass to 

the perspective of a bright future together./.  

 


