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No, this commentary is not about the National Day of France called Bastille Day,
celebrated each year on July 14th to commemorate the storming by an angry
mob of the infamous prison in Paris. This piece is about “Bastille Day” as a
metaphor for any situation where a mass of ordinary people — regular citizens,
the “great unwashed” — having suffered the cumulative despair of seeing their
hopes for a better life ignored, refused, and crushed by those who rule, rise up
in angry desperation to overthrow a despotic regime. That provocative sentiment
is enshrined as an inalienable right in the Preamble to the 1776 American
Declaration of Independence:
…Whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of Life,
Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness, it is the Right of the People
to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government.

Over the past centuries, America has had numerous false starts — momentary
uprisings from the commoners intended to change how they are governed.
These include such notable revolts as:
• the Whiskey Rebellion and Shay’s Rebellion in the 1790s to end unfair taxes;
• Nat Turner’s Slave Rebellion in 1831 that wreaked vengeance on slave masters;
• indigenous native Amerindian revolts (including, among many others, the
Seminole Wars in Florida from 1814-1819 and again from 1835-1842, and
the Dakota War/Sioux Uprising in Minnesota in 1862);
• the Bonus Army Conflict of 1932, where 43,000 veterans, including about
a third from World War One, marched on Washington D.C. to demand
early redemption of their promised military bonus certificates;
• hundreds of industrial labor strikes, some of the largest of which were railroad
worker strikes of 1866 and 1894, textile workers strike of 1934, coal miner
strikes of 1902 and 1946, and steel workers strikes of 1919 and 1959;
• the largely student protests of the 1960s against the Vietnam War;
• the brief Occupy Wall Street movement of the mid-2010s;
• the January 6th 2021 riot at the Capitol by Trump supporters who believed
that the Presidential election had been stolen.

That last example isn’t entirely valid, because many of the rioters involved in
the January 6th assault were not long-suffering “ordinary citizens.” Instead, they
were successful members of American society, essentially winners who feared
losing their privilege. That’s not correctly in the spirit of Bastille Day. But then,
very few rebellions occur without the support and participation of at least some
people who are well-off but still disgruntled with the ruling elites. Such people
are often critical in fomenting the revolt.

The American Revolution was itself inspired mainly by a relatively small group
of individuals who hardly qualified as “common people.” Although many were
sincerely idealistic about the new social and political ideas that emerged from
the Age of Reason (otherwise known as “The Enlightenment”) in Europe during
the 17th and 18th centuries, most of the “founding fathers” behind the American
Revolution were well-off landowners. Our own history is proof positive that
rebellions are often generated, at least initially, without broad public support.
But all that is neither here nor there. What I want to focus on are questions
that have been asked over and over throughout the entire vainglorious history
of civilization:
• Does reform or revolt work more effectively to change society for the better?
• When reform fails, what does it take for the people to rise up in revolt?
• Are there necessary preconditions for the downtrodden, the powerless, the
marginalized, the forgotten, or the enslaved to become sufficiently enraged
finally at their harsh treatment by ruling elites that they rebel to challenge
and attempt to overthrow the status quo?

Historically, rebellions do not carry a track record of stunning successes or
positive outcomes. First off, they are usually violent, which undercuts the
intention of positive change. Second, revolts are usually put down with punitive
force by existing authorities using state power. Third, even when a rebellion
seems to be victorious, however, its apparent triumph is often short-lived —
as occurred in the French Revolution. Two obvious factors intrude: A backlash
of organized opposition to the new regime often arises from the deposed former
state or its allies. Also, inward corruption of ideals among those unaccustomed
to power may undercut the new regime. Governing is not at all similar to
rebelling, since running a country requires an entirely different set of skills
and attitudes. Corruption from within is especially difficult to prevent — some
would say virtually impossible: “Meet the new boss; same as the old boss…”
I think it’s safe to presume that those who prefer gradual reform and lobby
against revolution as too chaotic are not truly fed up with the way things are.
Sadly, though, effective reform from inside an entrenched power hierarchy is
as rare as hen’s teeth. Those in charge almost never relinquish their power or
change their policies by choice. Only after they are forced by outside pressure
will they do so. Mere discussion or debate about better allocation of existing
resources is insufficient, with such arguments falling on deaf ears. The hard
truth seems to be that the status and privilege of those in power must be
actively threatened for any substantive change to occur. As a result, we face
a “damned-if-we-do, damned-if-we-don’t” dilemma. Reasonable appeals don’t
produce the hoped-for results, but overthrow through rebellion usually doesn’t
work either, for any of three primary reasons:
1. A revolt has insufficient support to reach critical mass;
2. A revolt arises, gains momentum, and has some initial
success, but is eventually put down harshly by force;
3. A revolt occurs and succeeds in an apparent overthrow,
but then backfires and fails, either by renewed outer
opposition or by inner corruption.

The upshot is that the society still sucks, with a small minority (the winners)
continuing to dominate a large majority (the losers). And so, the suffering
provoked by injustice or cruelty goes on as before, and may even worsen.
I know of no solution to this paradox. Improving civilization to make things
better, reduce suffering, and serve the greater good turns out to be immensely
difficult, chock full of perverse twists and turns that deny or undo fulfillment of
our intentions and hopes. And yet, acceptance through surrender to the seeming
inevitability of a bad situation is equally onerous. So, what is to be done?
In the most pragmatic sense, biding one’s time is a necessary strategy. Patience
underpinned by determination is a virtue. Perseverance furthers, as the I Ching
says. Revolutions may appear to be shockingly sudden in their overt or surface
manifestation. They often seem to arise overnight or out of nowhere, but that
is unlikely to have been true. Much like the slow build-up of pressure within
a magma dome that precedes a volcanic eruption, so too does rebellion have
its “magma dome” phase of building pressure. Yes, a trigger of some sort —
like the spark that ignites a flame — is necessary to kick off any dramatic
change, but keeping the heat on is essential to bring events to a boil.
As for a successful revolution going bad afterwards, the best tactic I know
to minimize that is Buddhist “Right Action.” Don’t make deals with the devil.
Don’t be seduced by cutting moral/ethical corners or taking ill-advised shortcuts.
Honor the dictates of conscience by heeding that inner voice, and let it govern
every action if possible. That may not guarantee permanent success or enduring
happiness, but it’s a good start and about the best we inherently fallible humans
can manage.
No one I’ve ever met is immune from a personal Shadow. Everyone has feet
of clay. In the Christian sense, we are all sinners, although I prefer a slightly
different phrase, namely, that we’re all damaged. Keeping that in mind may
help minimize disappointment when, inevitably, we are seduced and betrayed
by others or when we seduce and betray ourselves.
We are moving through unprecedented times — the most serious evolutionary
crossroads humanity has ever faced. In the past, we could (and did) screw up,
but Nature shrugged off whatever we did and went on, usually without skipping
a beat. Now, and for the first time ever, that might no longer be true. If humans
continue to live the way we do now, our future as a species is in doubt. Beyond
that, all life on this garden planet might be adversely affected in ways we can
barely imagine.
A lot is riding on what we do individually and collectively over the coming years
and decades, and the prognosis is decidedly iffy. Finally, though, it doesn’t
matter if the odds are against us. We need to give it our best shot regardless.
Bastille Day is coming.

