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Chapter 6 How the political crisis became a revolution, 1789

Analysis activity 6.1: Reading a primary resource
The revolutionary leader and a revolutionary idea
Abbé Sieyès, What is the Third Estate?, January 1789:
The plan of this document is quite simple. We have three questions to ask ourselves:
1. What is the third Estate? Everything.

2. What has it been up until now in the political order? Nothing.

3. What does it demand? To be something.

We shall see whether these responses are correct. […] Who then would dare say that the Third Estate does not contain everything that is necessary to form a complete nation? The Third estate is [like] a strong, healthy man whose arms are still in chains. If we took away the privileged order, the nation would not be reduced, but made stronger. This, what is the Third [Estate]? Everything, but an everything that is limited and repressed. What would it be without the privileged order? Everything, but an everything [that would be] free and flourishing. Nothing can work without it, everything would go infinitely better without the other [orders]. The Third [estate] thus includes everything that constitutes the nation; and everything that is not of the Third [Estate] cannot consider itself as being of the nation. What is the Third estate? Everything.
1 The great revolutionary leader has the skill of reducing complicated debates to short, sharp, memorable phrases. Why is Sieyès’ introduction so effective?
2 Why was it so radical, in 1789, to state that the Third Estate was a nation, instead of saying that it was part of a nation?
3 Why does Sieyès place such value on the Third Estate?
4 Why do you think Sieyès refers to the two privileged estates as one (‘the privileged order’)?
5 To what extent has Sieyès based his argument on the Enlightenment idea of social usefulness and merit?

6 According to Sieyès, which two important principles would support the triumph of the Third Estate?
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