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We implore you, Sire, to set up free schools where we might J#rn
ourNgnguage on the basis of principles, religion and ethics. Ny one
and tiother be offered to us in all their grandeur, entirely gfipped of
the pettyNpplications which atfenuate their majesty; may gff hearts be
formed theNg may we be taught above all to practice thgfirtues of our
sex: gentleneN modesty, patience, charity. As for thgfirts that please,
women learn th&g without teachers. Sciences? . .g#fhey serve only to
inspire us with a sttNd pride, lead us to pedantryfo against the wishes
of nature, make of us Iged beings who are ragfly faithful wives and still
more rarely good motheNof families.

We ask to take leave of Naorance, to gfve our children a sound and
reasonable education so as toWake ofgfiem subjects worthy of serving
you. We will teach them to cherNhfie beautiful name of Frenchmen;
we will transmit to them the love ave for Your Majesty. For we are
certainly willing to leave valorgfnd g¥ius to men, but we will always
challenge them over the dagferous and€grecious gift of sensibility; we
defy them to love you betggf than we do. run to Versailles, most of
them for their interestggvhile we, Sire, go toNge you there, and when
with difficulty and wjh pounding hearts, we ca\gaze for an instance
upon your AugustJ#rson, tears flow from our eyes e idea of Majesty,
of the Sovereiggf#vanishes, and we see in you only a Wader Father, for
whom we wogfl give our lives a thousand times.
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In his book-sized pamphlet, Abbé Emmanuel Joseph Sieyés (1748-1836)
turned the usual discussion about voting procedures in the forthcoming
Estates General into a searing critique of French political and social
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inequities and in particular the privileges of the nobility. At issue were
not the rights of small minorities or enslaved peoples far away in colonies,
but rather the most fundamental features of the French social order at
home. He dropped the common polite and even apologetic tone taken by
most non-noble commentators and forcefully pronounced the right of the
Third Estate to be “everything.” Sieyés went on to become one of the most
influential theorists of the French Revolution, although hardly its most
radical one. In 1799 he helped bring Napoleon Bonaparte to power, thus
ending the revolutionary experiment in favor of a more authoritarian
solution.

The plan of this work is quite simple. We must ask ourselves three
questions.

1. What is the Third Estate? Everything.
2. What has it been until now in the political order? Nothing.
3. What does it want? To become something. . ..

What does a Nation require to survive and prosper? Private employ-
ment and public offices.
Private employment includes four classes of work:

1. Since the land and water provide the raw material for the needs
of mankind, the first class, in logical order, includes all those
families attached to work in the countryside.

2. Between the initial sale of raw materials and their consumption
or usage as finished goods, labor of various sorts adds more
value to these goods. In this way human industry manages to
improve on the blessings of Nature and to mulitiply the value of
the raw materials two, ten, or a hundredfold. Such is the second
class of work.

3. Between production and consumption, as also between the
different stages of production, there are a host of intermediary
agents, useful both to producers and consumers; these are the
merchants and wholesale traders. Wholesale traders constantly
weigh demand according to place and time and speculate on the
profit that they can make on storage and transport; merchants
actually sell the goods on the markets, whether wholesale or
retail. This type of utility designates the third class of work.

4. Besides these three classes of hard-working and useful Citizens
who occupy themselves with the things fit to be consumed or



WHAT IS THE THIRD ESTATE? 63

used, society also needs a multitude of private occupations and
services directly useful or agreeable to the person. This fourth
class embraces all those occupations from the most distinguished
scientific and liberal professions down to the least esteemed
domestic servants.

These are the kinds of work that sustain society. Who carries them
out? The Third Estate.

In the present state of affairs public offices can also be ranked in four
well-known categories: the Sword [the army], the Robe [the courts], the
Church, and the Administration. Detailed analysis is not necessary to
show that the Third Estate makes up everywhere 19/20ths of their num-
ber, except that it is charged with all the really hard work, all the work
that the privileged order refuses to perform. Only the lucrative and most
honored places are taken by the members of the privileged order. Should
we praise them for this? We could do so only if the Third [Estate] was
unwilling or unable to fill these offices. We know the truth of the mat-
ter, but the Third Estate has nonetheless been excluded. They are told,
“Whatever your services, whatever your talents, you will only go so far
and no further. Honors are not for your sort.” A few rare exceptions, note-
worthy as they are bound to be, are only a mockery, and the language
encouraged on these exceptional occasions is but an additional insult.

If this exclusion is a social crime committed against the Third Estate,
can we say at least that it is useful to the public good? Ah! Are the effects
of monopoly not known? If it discourages those whom it pushes aside,
does it not also render those it favors less competent? Is it not obvious
that every piece of work kept out of free competition will be made more
expensively and less well?

When any office is deemed the prerogative of a separate order among
the citizens, has no one noticed that a salary has to be paid not only to
the man who does the work but also to all those of the same caste who
do not and even to entire families of both those who work and those who
do not? Has no one noticed that this state of affairs, so abjectly respected
among us, nonetheless seems contemptible and shameful in the history
of ancient Egypt and in the stories of voyages to the Indies? But let us
leave aside those considerations which though broadening our purview
and perhaps enlightening would only slow our pace. It suffices here to
have made the point that the supposed usefulness of a privileged order
to the public service is nothing but a mirage; that without that order, all
that is most arduous in this service is performed by the Third Estate; that
without the privileged the best places would be infinitely better filled;
that such places should naturally be the prize and reward for recognized
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talents and services; and that if the privileged have succeeded in usurp-
ing all the lucrative and honored posts, this is at once an odious iniquity
committed against the vast majority of the citizenry and an act of trea-
son against the public good.

Who therefore dares to say that the Third Estate does not contain
within itself all that is needed to form a complete Nation? The Third
Estate is like a strong and robust man with one arm still in chains. If we
remove the privileged order, the Nation will not be something less but
something more. Thus, what is the Third Estate? All, but an all that is
shackled and oppressed. What would it be without the privileged order?
All, but an all that is free and flourishing. Nothing can be done without
it [the Third Estate]; everything would be infinitely better without the
other two orders.

It does not suffice to have demonstrated that the privileged, far from
being useful to the Nation, can only weaken and harm it; it must be
proved further that the noble order! is not even part of society itself: It
may very well be a burden for the Nation but it cannot be a part of it.

First, it is not possible to assign a place to the caste of nobles among
the many elements that make up a Nation. I know that there are too many
individuals whose infirmities, incapacity, incurable laziness, or exces-
sively bad morals make them essentially foreigners to the work of soci-
ety. The exception and the abuse always accompany the rule, especially
in a vast empire. But at least we can agree that the fewer the abuses, the
better ordered the state. The worst-off state of all would be the one in
which not only isolated individual cases but also an entire class of citi-
zens would glory in inactivity amidst the general movement and would
contrive to consume the best part of what is produced without having
contributed anything to its making. Such a class is surely foreign to the
Nation because of its idleness.

1{Sieyes’s own note] I do not speak of the clergy here. In my way of thinking, the
clergy is not an order but rather a profession charged with a public service. In the clergy,
it is not the person who is privileged but the office, which is very different. . . . The word
caste refers to a class of men who, without functions and without usefulness and by the
sole fact that they exist, enjoy the privileges attached to their person. From this point
of view, which is the true one in my opinion, there is only one order, that of the nobility.
They are truly a people apart but a false people, which not being able to exist by itself by
reason of its lack of useful organs, attaches itself to a real Nation like those plant growths
which can only survive on the sap of the plants that they tire and suck dry. The Clergy,
the Robe, the Sword, and the Administration are four classes of public trustees that are
necessary everywhere. Why are they accused in France of aristocraticism? It is because
the noble caste has usurped all the good positions; it has done so as if this was a patrimo-
nial property exploited for its personal profit rather than in the spirit of social welfare.
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The noble order is no less foreign amongst us by reason of its civil
and public prerogatives.

What is a Nation? A body of associates living under a common law and
represented by the same legislature.

Is it not more than certain that the noble order has privileges, exemp-
tions, and even rights that are distinct from the rights of the great body
of citizens? Because of this, it does not belong to the common order, it is
not covered by the law common to the rest. Thus its civil rights already
make it a people apart inside the great Nation. It is truly imperium in
imperio [a law unto itself].

As for its political rights, the nobility also exercises them separately.
It has its own representatives who have no mandate from the people. Its
deputies sit separately, and even when they assemble in the same room
with the deputies of the ordinary citizens, the nobility’s representation
still remains essentially distinct and separate: it is foreign to the Nation
by its very principle, for its mission does not emanate from the people,
and by its purpose, since it consists in defending, not the general inter-
est, but the private interests of the nobility.

The Third Estate therefore contains everything that pertains to the
Nation and nobody outside of the Third Estate can claim to be part of the
Nation. What is the Third Estate? EVERYTHING. . ..

By Third Estate is meant the collectivity of citizens who belong to the
common order. Anybody who holds a legal privilege of any kind leaves
that common order, stands as an exception to the common law, and in
consequence does not belong to the Third Estate. . . . It is certain that
the moment a citizen acquires privileges contrary to common law, he
no longer belongs to the common order. His new interest is opposed to
the general interest; he has no right to vote in the name of the people.
[Thus nobles should not be allowed to represent the Third Estate in the
Estates General] . ..

[In the process of arguing against the possibility of nobles being cho-
sen to represent the Third Estate, Sieyes stated some of the commonly
held assumptions about the right to vote.]

In no circumstances can any freedom or right be without limitations.
In every country, the law has prescribed certain qualifications without
which one can be neither avoter nor eligible for office. Thus, for example,
the law must set an age below which one would not qualify to represent
his fellow citizens. Similarly, women are everywhere, rightly or wrongly,
excluded from exercising these kinds of mandates. It goes without say-
ing that a vagrant or beggar cannot be charged with the political confi-
dence of their countrymen. Would a servant or anyone dependent on a
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master, or a non-naturalized foreigner, be allowed to take places among
the representatives of a Nation? Political liberty therefore has its limits
just like civil liberty. . . .

In vain can anyone’s eyes be closed to the revolution that time and
the force of things have brought to pass; it is none the less real. Once
upon a time the Third Estate was in bondage and the noble order was
everything that mattered. Today the Third is everything and nobility
but a word. Yet under the cover of this word a new and intolerable aris-
tocracy has slipped in, and the people has every reason to no longer
want aristocrats. . . .

What is the will of a Nation? It is the result of individual wills, just
as the Nation is the aggregate of the individuals who compose it. It is
impossible to conceive of a legitimate association that does not have for
its goal the common security, the common liberty, in short, the public
good. No doubt each individual also has his own personal aims. He says
to himself, “protected by the common security, I will be able to peace-
fully pursue my own personal projects, I will seek my happiness where
I will, assured of encountering only those legal obstacles that society
will prescribe for the common interest, in which I have a part and with
which my own personal interest is so usefully allied.” . ..

Three kinds of interests can be found in the hearts of men: 1) that
which makes them all alike; it marks the boundaries of the common
interest, 2) that which unites an individual to only some others; this is
the interest of a body or group; and finally, 3) that which isolates each
person and makes him think only of himself; this is a personal interest.
The interest whereby a man comes to an agreement with all of his asso-
ciates is obviously the purpose toward which everyone’s will and that
of the common assembly both tend. The influence of personal interest
ought to count for nothing in this domain. That is in fact what happens,
for the diversity of interest is its own remedy. The great difficulty comes
from that interest whereby a citizen agrees with only some others. This
permits them to connive and conspire to devise schemes that are dan-
gerous for the community interest; this kind of interest creates the most
formidable enemies of the people. History presents countless examples
of this truth.

It is therefore not surprising that social order rigorously demands
that ordinary citizens refrain from constituting themselves in corpora-
tions [such as guilds]; it even requires that public officials, who of neces-
sity form true corps or official bodies, renounce the possibility of being
elected to the legislature as long as they are so employed.
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Thus and not otherwise is the common interest assured of dominat-
ing over personal interests. Only under these conditions can one accept
the possibility of founding human associations for the general advantage
of those so associated and as a tesult grant the legitimacy of political soci-
eties or clubs. . ..

Advantages which differentiate citizens from one another lie outside
the purview of citizenship. Inequalities of wealth or ability are like the
inequalities of age, sex, size, etc. In no way do they detract from the equal-
ity of citizenship. These individual advantages no doubt benefit from the
protection of the law; but it is not the legislator’s task to create them, to
give privileges to some and refuse them to others. The law grants noth-
ing; it protects what already exists until such time that what exists begins
to harm the common interest. These are the only limits on individual free-
dom. I imagine the law as being at the center of a large globe; we the
citizens, without exception, stand equidistant from it on the surface and
occupy equal places; all are equally dependent on the law, all present it
with their liberty and their property to be protected; and this is what I
call the common rights of citizens, by which they are all alike. All these
individuals communicate with each other, enter into contracts, negotiate,
always under the common guarantee of the law. If in this general activity
somebody wishes to get control over the person of his neighbor or usurp
his property, the common law goes into action to repress this criminal
attempt and puts everyone back in their place at the same distance from
the law. . ..

It is impossible to say what place the two privileged orders ought to
occupy in the social order: this is the equivalent of asking what place
one wishes to assign to a malignant tumor that torments and under-
mines the strength of the body of a sick person. It must be neutralized.
We must re-establish the health and working of all the organs so thor-
oughly that they are no longer susceptible to these fatal schemes that
are capable of sapping the most essential principles of vitality.



