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Abbé Sieyès: What is the Third Estate is a significant question that emerged during the
tumultuous times of the French Revolution. Abbé Emmanuel Joseph Sieyès, a clergyman
and political theorist, played a crucial role in articulating the grievances and aspirations of
the common people in France. His influential pamphlet, published in 1789, dissected the
social structure of France and argued for the recognition of the Third Estate, which
comprised the vast majority of the population. This article delves into Sieyès’ background,
the context in which he wrote, the key ideas in his pamphlet, and the impact his work had
on the revolution and beyond.

Background of Abbé Sieyès

Abbé Emmanuel Joseph Sieyès was born on May 3, 1748, in Fréjus, France. As a member
of the clergy, he initially benefited from the privileges accorded to the First Estate, yet his
experiences and observations of the inequalities faced by the common people led him to
become a voice for change. Sieyès was well-educated, having studied at the seminary of
Saint-Sulpice in Paris, where he developed a keen interest in political philosophy and the
Enlightenment ideals that were sweeping through Europe at the time.

The Context of the French Revolution

The late 18th century in France was marked by significant social and economic unrest.
Several factors contributed to this state of discontent, including:

1. Social Stratification: French society was divided into three estates:
- The First Estate (Clergy): Comprising about 1% of the population, they held significant
privileges and wealth.
- The Second Estate (Nobility): Also about 1% of the population, the nobility enjoyed
special rights and exemptions from many taxes.
- The Third Estate (Common People): Approximately 98% of the population, this group
included peasants, urban workers, and the bourgeoisie (middle class). They bore the
burden of heavy taxation and were largely excluded from political power.

2. Economic Hardship: France faced severe financial crises due to costly wars,
extravagant spending by the monarchy, and poor harvests. This economic strain fell
disproportionately on the Third Estate, leading to widespread dissatisfaction.

3. Enlightenment Ideas: The Enlightenment emphasized reason, individual rights, and the
questioning of traditional authority. Thinkers like Rousseau and Voltaire inspired many in
the Third Estate to seek political reform and social justice.

In this environment of discontent, Sieyès’ pamphlet "What is the Third Estate?" became a
rallying cry for those seeking change.



Key Ideas in "What is the Third Estate?"

Published in January 1789, Sieyès’ pamphlet presented a powerful argument for the
importance and legitimacy of the Third Estate. The central ideas can be summarized as
follows:

1. Definition of the Third Estate

Sieyès begins by asserting that the Third Estate is everything. He states:

- “What is the Third Estate? Everything.” This proclamation encapsulates the essence of
his argument, emphasizing that the Third Estate is the backbone of the nation,
contributing to its economy and culture.
- He argues that they are the true representatives of the French people and that their
contributions have been historically undervalued.

2. Critique of the Other Estates

Sieyès does not shy away from criticizing the First and Second Estates:

- He posits that the clergy and nobility are essentially parasitic, living off the labor of the
Third Estate without contributing to the nation's welfare.
- He argues that their privileges are unjust and that they have become disconnected from
the realities of ordinary people.

3. Demand for Representation

One of Sieyès' most important arguments is the call for greater political representation for
the Third Estate:

- He insists that the Third Estate should have equal representation in the Estates-General,
which was a legislative assembly in France.
- Sieyès argues that the governance of France should reflect the will of the majority, which
is the Third Estate.

4. Vision for a New National Assembly

Sieyès envisions a new political structure that reflects the true nature of French society:

- He advocates for the establishment of a National Assembly that includes representatives
from the Third Estate.
- This assembly would be tasked with drafting a new constitution that embodies the



principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity.

5. Mobilization of the Third Estate

Sieyès' pamphlet played a crucial role in mobilizing the Third Estate:

- It encouraged people to recognize their collective strength and to demand their rights.
- His ideas resonated with the growing dissatisfaction among the common people, leading
to increased unity and purpose.

The Impact of Sieyès’ Pamphlet

The publication of "What is the Third Estate?" had profound implications for the course of
the French Revolution:

1. Catalyst for Revolution

Sieyès’ work served as a catalyst for revolutionary sentiments:

- It inspired the Third Estate to take action, leading to the formation of the National
Assembly on June 17, 1789.
- The National Assembly’s declaration of the Tennis Court Oath on June 20, 1789, marked
a pivotal moment in the revolution, symbolizing the refusal of the Third Estate to disband
until a new constitution was established.

2. Influence on Revolutionary Ideals

The ideas presented by Sieyès became foundational to the revolutionary movement:

- The principles of popular sovereignty and democratic representation became central
tenets of the revolution.
- His emphasis on the importance of the common people laid the groundwork for the
development of modern democratic thought in France and beyond.

3. Legacy of Sieyès’ Ideas

Sieyès’ influence extended beyond the immediate revolutionary period:

- His work has been studied and referenced by political theorists and historians as a
significant contribution to the discourse on democracy and social justice.
- The concept of the Third Estate and its demands for representation and rights can be



seen as precursors to modern notions of civil rights and citizenship.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Abbé Sieyès: What is the Third Estate is more than just a rhetorical
question; it is a profound assertion of the importance of the common people in the fabric
of society. Sieyès’ pamphlet illuminated the injustices faced by the Third Estate and called
for a rethinking of political power in France. His ideas not only catalyzed the French
Revolution but also laid the groundwork for modern democratic principles. As we reflect
on his contributions, it is essential to recognize the enduring relevance of his message in
our ongoing struggles for equality and representation in contemporary society. The legacy
of Abbé Sieyès continues to inspire movements for social justice and reform around the
world, reminding us that the voices of the many must be heard and valued.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Abbé Sieyès?
Abbé Sieyès was a French cleric and political theorist who played a significant role during
the French Revolution. He is best known for his influential pamphlet 'What is the Third
Estate?' published in 1789.

What is the main argument of 'What is the Third
Estate?'
In 'What is the Third Estate?', Abbé Sieyès argues that the Third Estate, which constituted
the common people of France, was the true representation of the nation, while the
privileged classes (the clergy and nobility) were largely unproductive.

Why did Sieyès emphasize the importance of the Third
Estate?
Sieyès emphasized the Third Estate's importance to highlight the social and political
inequalities in France. He argued that the Third Estate was essential for the nation’s
economy and society, yet it had no political power.

How did 'What is the Third Estate?' influence the
French Revolution?
The pamphlet galvanized support for the revolutionary cause by articulating the
grievances of the common people and calling for their representation, which ultimately led
to the formation of the National Assembly and the Tennis Court Oath.



What role did Sieyès play in the National Assembly?
Abbé Sieyès was a key figure in the National Assembly, where he advocated for the rights
of the Third Estate and pushed for reforms that would lead to a more equitable political
system in France.

What was the impact of Sieyès' ideas on modern
political thought?
Sieyès' ideas laid the groundwork for modern concepts of democracy and representation,
emphasizing the importance of the common voice in governance and challenging the
traditional hierarchies of power.

How did 'What is the Third Estate?' challenge the
existing social order?
The pamphlet challenged the existing social order by asserting that the Third Estate,
representing the majority of the population, deserved political power and recognition,
thereby questioning the legitimacy of the privileges held by the nobility and clergy.
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