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The general will beyond Rousseau: Sieyès’ theological arguments for the
sovereignty of the Revolutionary National Assembly§

Stephanie Frank *

University of Chicago, United States

Sieyès’ political thought has attracted the attention of several
excellent historians in recent years. Beyond a subject of interest in
itself, the corpus of his political writings has served as a space for
methodological interventions and historiographical critiques.
Varied as they are, these treatments have in common a picture
of Sieyès as the early Revolution’s great synthesizer—a veritable
genius at the adaptation and recombination of ideas and tropes of
eighteenth-century economic and political theory. Similarly, there
would seem to be a broad consensus on the component ingredients
of Sieyès’ political-theoretical mélange, Rousseau and the physio-
crats the most important among them.

Sieyès’ ingenuity is particularly manifest in his elaboration of a
theory of representation, and there is a dominant framing of the
genesis of this contribution. We might take as exemplary on this
count the analysis of Keith Michael Baker: the challenge of
theorists of the would-be Revolution was to articulate compel-
lingly ‘‘the relationship between representation and the national

political identity.’’1 This challenge was particularly difficult insofar
as the Rousseauian framework (whence, it is assumed, derived the
‘national political identity’ of the discourse of the volonté générale)
was inhospitable to concerns of representation: Du Contrat Social

condemned representation, famously, and Considérations sur le

gouvernement de Pologne insisted on the mandat impératif. Thus,
Rousseau offered ‘‘a choice between unity without representation,
on the one hand [Du Contrat Social], or representation without
unity, on the other [Considérations].’’2

On this account, Sieyès heroically saw France out of its
theoretical double-bind by fortifying Rousseau’s account of the
unitary political will of the nation with certain strands of the
social theory of representation.3 Claiming to anticipate Adam
Smith’s notion of the division of labor, Sieyès suggested that the
‘‘progress of liberty naturally follows from the establishment of
representative work.’’4 Thus, representation—up until this point
something to be carefully confined within policed limits—was,
in Sieyès’ political writings, ‘‘no longer an institutional device
but the most fundamental social practice. . . the very principle
to which modern society owed its autonomy.’’5 Put
another way, Sieyès defanged the threat of representation by
naturalizing it.
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Cultural history’s recent treatments of Sieyès’ political theory have understood his political writings in

their convergences with and divergences from Rousseau’s political theory. By sketching a thoroughgoing

analogy between the ecclesiological arguments in Malebranche’s Entretiens sur la Métaphysique et sur la

Religion (1688) and the arguments that Sieyès offers on the floor of the National Assembly concerning the

nature of representation, I suggest that we should recontextualize Sieyès’ speeches vis-à-vis the broader

discourse of the ‘general will,’ which was theological at its root. That is, the arguments Sieyès offers for

the sovereignty of the National Assembly, separately and in combination, appear to have been shaped by

a malebranchiste ecclesiology that grew out of the particular context of the Jansenist challenge to the

Church. This argument has ramifications not just for our understanding of Sieyès and revolutionary

political theory but also for what have been called the ‘‘religious origins of the French Revolution.’’
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On this analysis, Sieyès, in adopting the political–economic
principle of representation as the bedrock of society, salvaged the
Rousseauian framework for Revolutionary France.6 And yet Baker’s
analysis of Sieyès underscores the distance between Sieyès and
Rousseau even at its very denouement: ‘‘The Rousseauian
relationship between representation and the general will was
now reversed. If France was to remain a single political body,
possessed of a unitary general will, that unity could find its
expression only in the deliberations of unitary national assem-
bly.’’7 Baker continues, in the next paragraph, to show ‘‘yet another
reversal of Rousseau’’ in Sieyès’ insistence that the general will was
only to be discerned through public deliberation. And indeed, the
problem to which Baker addresses his analysis is the Revolution’s
departure from Rousseau’s condemnation of representation.8

I want to suggest that this ‘problem’ may appear as such
because it is too narrowly posed. Though of course it would be
foolish to deny the significance of Rousseau to Sieyès or to the
Revolution more generally, Sieyès’ arguments about the nature of
representation on the floor of the National Assembly suggest that
his thinking about representation might be better understood in
the context of the broader discourse of the volonté générale—a
discourse to which Rousseau was an important but late contribu-
tor, a discourse which was not always allergic to considerations of
representation, and a discourse which was theological at its root. In
fact, I will suggest that Sieyès can be seen, rather than as modifying
the Rousseauian volonté générale in order to accommodate
representative government, as redeploying the Malebranchian
volonté générale in order to legitimize representative government.

To pursue this claim, I want to demonstrate a structural homology
between the arguments made in Sieyès’ speeches and those of
Nicolas Malebranche in the Entretiens sur la Métaphysique et sur la

Religion. In both cases, the arguments conceive a representative body
as a mechanism for the salvation of the masses. Alongside this
argument, in both cases, a differently oriented argument styles the
representative body as indissociable from the relevant volonté

générale and thus not just prudent but indispensable. Finally, both
arguments foreclose in parallel fashion the viability of the opposing
position via institutional constraints. But the relationship is not one
of ‘mere’ homologies—there are aspects of Sieyès’ argument that only
make sense insofar as Malebranche’s argument are in its background.

I offer this analysis not only because it seems to me to offer a
better way of making sense of what Sieyès said on the floor of the
National Assembly or even, potentially, of approaching the
Revolutionary discourse of the general will more broadly.9 The
suggestion that Malebranche’s arguments were formative for Sieyès’
position simultaneously dovetails with, refines, and pulls against
existing claims of the ‘religious origins’ of the French Revolution. It
dovetails with them in the sense that it contends that theology
shaped the new order to come out of the Revolution; it refines them
in the sense that it suggests a way in which claims of ideological

affinity can be substantiated; and it pulls against them in the sense
that the theology it considers as formative is not the Jansenist
theology generally so considered.

Patrick Riley’s important The General Will Before Rousseau traces
the notion of the volonté générale through one hundred and twenty
years of its use, from its birth in a rather obscure theological tract,
through the thought of most of the stars in the intellectual firmament
of eighteenth-century France, to its eventual articulation in the
political theory of Rousseau.10 As Riley demonstrates, the close of the
seventeenth century, in France, saw a great deal of energy directed at
the interpretation of 1 Timothy 2: 3–4, ‘‘God wills all men be saved.’’
Pierre Bayle elegantly summarized the paradox the passage
presented in this way: ‘‘The God of the Christians wills that all
men be saved; he has the power necessary to save them all; he lacks
neither power nor good will, and nonetheless almost all men are
damned.’’11 To attempt to solve this problem, the Jansenist Antoine
Arnauld suggested that God had a volonté générale for salvation: it
was general in the sense that it was not confined to any particular
subset of humanity, and it was a will in the sense of an idle wish.

Appropriating his opponent’s vocabulary, Malebranche set out
to provide an alternative explanation of the apparent failure of
universal salvation. Positioning himself in a theological tradition
that enumerated the constraints of God’s own nature on God’s
acting, Malebranche argued, in his Traité de la nature et de la grace

(1680), that God had to act in a way befitting of his wisdom and
glory; clearly, Malebranche claimed, willing with a small number
of general willings was superior to willing with an infinitude of
particular willings. A God that acted through a large number of
particular willings had an intelligence different from human
beings’ only in degree, not in kind; but the sort of wisdom that
orchestrated the physical laws of the universe, which governed in a
few strokes everything that was, was obviously a different sort of
wisdom altogether.

The order of grace that God has established having a greater
relation of wisdom and of fruitfulness to the work which it
produces than any other, God had to choose it for the
establishment of his Church. Thus one can affirm that God
truly wills the salvation of all men: that he does for them all he
can do, acting as he ought to act; that if there were some order
of grace equally simple and more fruitful, equally worthy of his
wisdom and more useful to men, he would have chosen it; and
that he therefore saves as many persons as he can save, acting
according to the adorable laws which his wisdom prescribes to
him.12

According to Malebranche, God truly wills the salvation of all (not
just representatives of every subset of society); but he must do so
in a way that befits his nature.

All treatments of the Malebranche-Arnauld debate make clear
that at stake in the volonté générale dispute was the radical
discontinuity between God’s intelligence and human intelligence;
that is, they generally emphasize the part of the debate that
centered on the question of ‘general,’ as opposed to ‘particular,’
willings.13 But the question of the discontinuity between God’s
willings and human willings has received less attention. For
Arnauld, it was Aquinas’ virtue to show that God’s general will ‘‘is
only a simple velléité, that is to say, a desire without any effect,

6 For a broadly similar framing of Sieyès’ political thought in another strong

treatment, see William Sewell, A Rhetoric of Bourgeois Revolution: The Abbé Sieyès

and What is the Third Estate? (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1994).
7 Baker, ‘‘Redefining Representation,’’ 249.
8 Writes Baker, ‘‘It is one of the paradoxes of the French Revolution that the

revolutionaries, in repudiating the old order that they saw as the feudal regime and

in embracing the principle of popular sovereignty inherent in the concept of the

general will, nevertheless fell back upon the practice of representation so explicitly

condemned by Rousseau. The intellectual context in which they did so, and the

implications of their action for the principle of representation, for the subject of this

essay.’’ Baker, ‘‘Representation Redefined,’’ 224.
9 I have pursued elsewhere the window that the Malebranche-Sieyès homology

opens up onto questions of the relationship between theology and modernity,

between political theory and secularization. See my ‘‘Unintended Consequences of

the Theological-Political Analogy: Political Voluntarism and the General Will,’’ in

Fragments of Religion: Sacred and Secular Agency in Early Modern France (London:

Continuum, 2011).

10 Patrick Riley, The General Will Before Rousseau (Princeton, NJ: Princeton

University Press, 1980).
11 Quoted in Riley, General Will, 4.
12 Nicolas Malebranche, Traité de la Nature et de la Grâce (Rotterdam: Reinier Leers,

1684): 68–9.
13 See, for instance, Steven Nadler, ‘‘Choosing a Theodicy: The Malebranche-

Arnauld-Leibniz Connection,’’ Journal of the History of Ideas, vol. 55, No. 4 (1994):

573-584, Patrick Riley, ‘‘Malebranche and Cartesianized Augustinianism,’’ in A

Treatise of Legal Philosophy and General Jurisprudence, vol. 10: 107–34.
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which is only improperly called volonté.’’14 And what it was for a
velléité to be a ‘‘desire without any effect,’’ for Arnauld, was for it to
lack ‘‘any preparation of means.’’

The antecedent volonté [i.e. antecedent to the Fall] for the
salvation of all men of which Saint Thomas spoke, has nothing
in common with that which these theologians want to
introduce, following the semi-Pelagians; it is only a simple
velléité and a simple wish, which does not include any
preparation of means.15

For Malebranche, on the other hand, the nature of God’s being not
only implied that God’s willings are general; but also further
entailed that his willings are considered together with the means
to execute them—and indeed willed together with those means.
Arnauld’s notion of an idle wish is simply unworthy of the
providential being that God is. Consider this passage from the
Réponse à une dissertation de Monsieur Arnaud (1684):

I take away from God a providence and a human conduct that
ruin all the divine attributes, and I attribute to him a providence
worthy of his wisdom and his goodness, and conduct which
carries the character of his attributes. I respond that God always
executes his designs, because his prescience being infinite, he
only chooses the means that are proportioned to the end that he
proposes. For I do not measure God by myself. I do not make him
act as beings of limited intelligence do: in order to execute their
designs, they are obligated to change course at every moment. It
is necessary that they act by particular wills, because they are
not able to foresee everything. But the prescience of God is
infinite. . . he only forms his plans by the comparison he makes
of all the possible ways to execute them; and he chooses both
the design and the ways which will honor him the most and
best display the character of his attributes.16

That is, for Malebranche, it is a simple consequence of God’s
perfections that he does not harbor ‘desires without any effect’;
God considers his designs with respect to the means for
implementing them, and chooses the best means-end ensemble.

Malebranche’s concept of the volonté générale came under
significant pressure, especially concerning miracles—surely, Féné-
lon and Arnauld pressed, Malebranche would not deny that God
had intervened in history by suspending his own general laws? But
even as he tended to shrink from the rhetoric of the volonté

générale, Malebranche continued to draw starkly the contrast
between his position and Arnauld’s on the relationship between
Providence and its mechanisms. Take, for instance, this passage of
the Entretiens sur la métaphysique et sur la religion (1688) that
pertains to Christ and the question of his relative autonomy from
God. The character Theodore proposes to his interlocutor Aristes:

Let us compare together the two principal manners of
[conceiving] divine providence, to figure out which is the most
worthy of the divine attributes. According to the first, God first
of all forms his plan independent of the ways of executing it. He
chooses an Architect for it. He fills him with wisdom and
intelligence. Beyond this, he indicates to him [the architect] all
the desires that he ought to form, and all the circumstances of
these desires. And finally he himself executes exactly all the
desires that he has ordained should be formed. There is the idea
you have of the conduct of God, since you want that he should
form by particular willings all the desires of the sacred soul of
Jesus Christ. And here is the idea I have of it. I believe that God,

having foreseen by his infinite prescience all the consequences
of all the possible laws that he could establish, united His Word
with such a human nature and in such circumstances such that
the work which came out of this union rendered him more
honor than every other work which would have been produced
in any other way. . . [God also foresaw that] the future Church
that was to be formed would be more ample and more perfect
than if God had chosen any other nature in any other
circumstance.17

After outlining the two positions, Theodore presses Aristes,
‘‘Compare, then, please, the idea of providence that you have
with mine. Which of the two is marked more by wisdom and
prescience?’’16 Aristes, of course, immediately capitulates.

That Malebranche began, in the passage above, with the
question of Christ’s free will and ended with the Church is
indicative of the centrality of his ecclesiology to his thought. And it
is clear that what interested Malebranche, in his incorporation of
means into ends, was the status of the Church. God willed from
eternity that all men be saved, and included in that willing was the
Church. Indeed, the Church was indissociable from God’s volonté

générale for human salvation. This innovation was not just
ingenious but also cunning: by suggesting that the Church is
integral to God’s salvific plan, at the same time that Malebranche
combated theological propositions that he viewed as heretical, he
also shored up the Church against the Jansenist challenge more
generally.18

Having sketched the general contours of the Malebranche-
Arnauld polemic, I want now to consider more closely the text with
which we just concluded—Malebranche’s Entretiens sur la méta-

physique et sur la religion (1688). For the particular constellation of
arguments that Malebranche offers in that text to defend the
legitimacy of the authority of the Church anticipates the
constellation of arguments that Sieyès offers to defend the
legitimacy of the National Assembly in speeches on its floor. It
is true that Malebranche scaled back his use of the term of volonté

générale as the 1680s went on; but it has gone unremarked that
Malebranche replaced the rhetoric of the volonté générale with the
rhetoric of desseins, which tended to bring means and ends into
even closer proximity.19 Indeed, dessein might be thought to
suggest that the distinction is, so far as providence is concerned, a
false one. It was not just that the means are ‘built in’ to the design, it
was that the design had no existence apart from the means
employed in setting it into motion.

In the matter that was so compelling to Malebranche, the
rhetoric of desseins suggested that the Church was indistinguish-
able from God’s volonté générale for human salvation. And indeed,
Malebranche’s ecclesiological efforts are rather heavy-handed, in
the Entretiens: when Christ is mentioned, the Church is not far
behind. The Incarnation and the Church are, for Malebranche,
‘‘chief of the designs of God,’’ foreseen as integral parts of the

14 Oeuvres de Messire Antoine Arnauld, edited by G. Du Pac De Bellegarde and J.

Hautefage (Paris-Lausanne: Sigismond D’Arnay et Cie, 1775–83): 18: 111.
15 OA 18:112.
16 Nicolas Malebranche, Recueil de toutes les réponses du père Malebranche. . . à M.

Arnaud (4 vols. Paris: M. David, 1709): II: 388–89.

17 Nicolas Malebranche, Entretiens sur la Métaphysique et sur la Religion

(Rotterdam: Reinier Leers, 1688), 501.
18 That Malebranche’s ecclesiological innovation has been overlooked by the so-

called ‘Malebranche revival’ underscores that most of the renewed interest in

Malebranche studiously avoids the very significant portion of his thought that is

specifically theological. Nicholas Jolley, for instance, does not conceal that his

interest in the different portions of the text is indexed to their ‘proportion[s] of

philosophical [i.e. as opposed to theological] argument,’ but what Jolley describes as

an ‘unappealing excursus into Catholic apologetics’ is to my mind central to the

theodicy he goes on to detail. Jolley, ‘‘Introduction,’’ in Dialogues on Metaphysics and

Religion, ed. Nicholas Jolley and David Scott (Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press, 1997): xxxii.
19 I do not want to overstate this point; ‘desseins’ was, even in the earlier texts of

the volonté générale dispute, one term with which Malebranche designated God’s

providential plans. But (likely just because of the eclipse of the rhetoric of the

volonté générale) it took a new significance later in the 1680s, particularly in the

Entretiens.
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cosmic drama of redemption: ‘‘Certainly even before the fall of the
first man, God already planned to sanctify his Church through Jesus
Christ.’’20 In fact, Malebranche’s treatment of Providence, in the
Entretiens, concludes with a treatment of the authority of the
Church, which begins with a recuperation of what he takes to have
been established by the interchange above as the relationship of
Providence and its mechanism.

[THEODORE.] Remember that God is only able to act according
to what he is, according to a manner which bears the character
of his attributes; that thus he does not construct his designs
independently from the will to execute them, but he chooses
the work and the wills that together express the perfections he
is glorified to possess better than all other work by all other
ways.21

In the Entretiens, then, absolutely central is the argument
legitimizing the Church as not just willed simultaneously with
but also indistinguishable from God’s volonté générale for human
salvation.

Fascinatingly, Sieyès—despite all of his gestures to rationaliza-
tion, efficiency and utility in his political writings—makes a very
similar argument in his speech on the matter on the royal veto. For
the Sieyès of the floor of the National Assembly, the volonté

générale (in this case, of France) is indistinguishable from the
relevant institution. Indeed, Sieyès seems to be downright
offended at implications to the contrary. Against the royal veto’s
appel au peuple Sieyès argued thus:

The national will has come to be considered as if it were
possible to be something else than the will of the representa-
tives of the nation, as if the nation was able to speak otherwise
than through its representatives. Here false principles become
extremely dangerous.22

Note the strength of Sieyès’ claim here: it is not just that the
national will can only be discerned through the will of the
representatives, it is further that the national will can only be the
will of the representatives. Just as Malebranche insisted in the
Entretiens, there is no design apart from the means of achieving it:
the (representative) institution just is the volonté générale.

I have thus far laid a great deal of emphasis on Malebranche’s
ecclesiological innovation, but Malebranche was at least as
concerned with orthodoxy as with ingenuity. Thus, alongside
Malebranche’s novel ecclesiology was a highly conventional
argument about the role of the Church.

THEODORE. It is certain by Scripture, which Heretics dare not
reject, that God ‘‘wills that all men should be saved, and that
they come to the knowledge of the truth.’’ . . .[I]n Providence, we
must find some general means corresponding to God’s will that
all men come to knowledge of the truth. One can attain this
knowledge only by two ways, that of inquiry or that of
authority.
ARISTES. I understand, Theodore, that the way of inquiry
perhaps corresponds to God’s will to save the Savants: but God
wants to save the poor, the simple, the ignorant, those who do
not know how to read, as well as the Gentlemen Critics. . . .It
corresponds perfectly to God’s will that all men have access to
knowledge of the truth. But where will we find this infallible
authority, this sure way that we can follow without fearing
error?23

The argument—that the Church is meant to save, by its
authoritative readings of Scripture, those who are not lucky

enough to partake of philosophy—is well-worn. Critically, it also
finds an echo in the Abbé Sieyès’ argument on the floor of the
National Assembly; he reasoned that a representative body was
the last best hope for the articulation of the general will and the
enlightenment of those who could not have discerned it alone.

It is for the common utility that [citizens] name representatives
more capable than themselves of knowing the general interest,
and of interpreting in this regard their proper will. The very
great majority of our compatriots have neither the instruction
nor the leisure to want to occupy themselves directly with the
laws that ought to govern France. . .24

Now, of course, there is nothing particularly remarkable about
either the ecclesiological or the political argument from the
ignorance of the masses; both were commonplaces in their
respective discourses. But what interests me is that, in both
Malebranche and Sieyès, this prudential argument is combined,
counterintuitively, with the quasi-metaphysical argument I have
identified as part of the discourse of the volonté générale. In both
cases, the broader argument includes the same two sub-arguments
which seem, if not strictly inconsistent, oriented in different
directions: the one argument seems to suggest the Church/
National Assembly is merely a solution to the contingent problem
of failures of education, whereas the other argument seems to
elevate the Church/National Assembly to the status of the volonté

générale itself. Theodore, in the Entretiens, illustrates this nicely by
glossing the Vulgate to the effect that ‘‘the Church of the living
God,’’ is simultaneously ‘‘the pillar and firm support of the truth’’
and ‘‘the pillar and ground of the truth.’’25

I have suggested, then, that Malebranche’s and Sieyès’
arguments are structurally homologous. We could press the
argument beyond structural homology by considering elements of
Sieyès’ argument that only make sense insofar as Malebranche’s
argument is in the background. Sieyès postulates that the great
majority of his fellow citizens are incapable of discerning the
general will and yet also simultaneously assumes that they
somehow will be self-conscious enough to realize their inadequacy
to the task, so that they will appoint representatives. I would
suggest that this peculiarity derives from Sieyès’ deployment of a
theological argument sans divine referent. Malebranche’s masses
are ignorant, like Sieyès’, but the legitimacy of Malebranche’s
representative body comes not from the people but from God.
Because it is not conceived to come from God, Sieyès’ political
volonté générale is not self-authorizing in the sense that
Malebranche’s is. Thus it has to derive its legitimacy else-
where—and the only remaining candidate would seem to be the
people who it is meant to ‘save.’ And so on Sieyès’ analysis, though
the people are unable to discern the general will, they are charged,
topsy-turvily enough, with selecting representatives to fill that
role.

Reading Malebranche alongside Sieyès brings the latter’s
argument into clearer focus. Baker glosses in this way the
perversely strong claim of Sieyès’ speech to the effect that the
general will of France cannot be other than the will of the National
Assembly: ‘‘Given that direct democracy was impossible in a
nation as populous as France, an appeal to the people would
necessarily take the form of an appeal to an aggregate of particular
communities, rather than to a common body of citizens.’’26 That is
to say, Baker reads Sieyès’ position as relating to the impossibility,
pragmatically speaking, of assembling all of France in one place.
Sieyès did go on to make this point after he made the point about

20 Malebranche, Entretiens, 443–44.
21 Malebranche, Entretiens, 533.
22 Archives parlementaires de 1787 à 1860 (Paris, 1875): 8: 593.
23 Malebranche, Entretiens, 539–41.

24 Archives parlementaires 8: 594.
25 Malebranche, Entretiens, 547.
26 Baker, ‘‘Redefining Representation,’’ 249.
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the majority of French citizens having neither the leisure nor the
education to concern themselves with legislation:

Since it is the opinion of the majority, enlightened men ought to
submit to it as the others do. This reasoning, which is good for
the smallest municipalities, becomes irresistible when one
considers that these are laws that must govern twenty-six
million men; because I maintain that France is not and cannot
be a democracy.27

At the same time, it seems quite clear that the argument about the
impossibility of assembling everyone was not the controlling one,
insofar as Sieyès held that its significance varies with the size of the
state in question.28 At any rate, the argument from practical
limitations could only ever pertain to the ways in which the
general will could be accessed—but as we have seen, when Sieyès
warned against false principles, he claimed not only that the
national will could not speak otherwise than through its
representatives, but also that the national will could not be

anything other than the will of the national representatives. This
claim is better understood in the context of the malebranchiste

discourse of the volonté générale, which considers the representa-
tive institution as ‘built in’ to the volonté générale, in fact
indistinguishable from the volonté générale.

On this note, consider the full strength of Sieyès’ claim quoted
above (‘‘as if it were possible. . .’’). For Sieyès, it was unthinkable
that the general will could be anything but the will of the National
Assembly. My reader will perhaps not be surprised that I would
suggest that this, too, can be explained with reference to the
broader discourse of the volonté générale. In his polemical works,
Malebranche often assimilated his Jansenist opponents to the
Protestant scourge of the century before.29 The association was
very common, if not very just: Tad Schmaltz cites a ‘‘Jesuit litany of
1643’’ to the effect that ‘‘Paul begat Augustine, Augustine Calvin,
Calvin Jansen, Jansen Saint-Cyran, Saint-Cyran Arnauld and his
brethren.’’30 This Jansenists-as-Protestants strategy characterizes
much of the Entretiens, which (as we have already noted) implicitly
suggest that those who question the Church simultaneously
question God’s scheme for salvation. Like the seventeenth
century’s favorite villains, runs the subtext, the Jansenists are
heretics damned by their own hubris. In this passage, we have the
valorization of the volonté générale over the volonté particulière—
familiar to us from its later political echoes—but what I am
interested in is the argument made for the authority of the Church:

[THEODORE]. Most men are persuaded that God guides them by
a particular providence, or that He so guides those whom they
hold in great esteem. . . .It is true that we need a visible
authority now that we cannot easily enter into ourselves to
consult Reason, and that there are truths necessary for salvation
which we can learn only through revelation. But the authority
on which we ought to rely must be general and the effect of a
general Providence. God does not ordinarily act by particular
willings on minds in order to prevent their falling into error.

That does not agree with the idea that we ought to have of
Providence, which must bear the character of the divine
attributes. . . The authority of the Church prevents us from
getting lost: why can’t we submit to it? It suffices that Jesus
Christ conserves in the Church his infallibility. . . He wills that
we should submit to it. . . But He does not intercede continu-
ously so that the presumptuous do not fall into error, . . .having
given us an infallible authority on which we must rely, the
authority of the Church of the living God, which is the pillar and
firm support of the truth: ‘‘the pillar and ground of the truth.’’
ARISTES. What you are now telling me, Theodore, agrees
perfectly with the idea of Providence you have given me. God
has His general laws, and our Mediator and our Head His rules,
which He follows as inviolably as God does His laws. . . Jesus
Christ assisting His Church in order to prevent it from falling
into error is infinitely simpler and more in conformity with
Reason than assisting each particular [individual] and especial-
ly those who have the temerity of calling into question
established matters and who thereby accuse the Savior either
of having abandoned His Bride, or of not having been able to
defend Her.31

Theodore explains that the Church is the repository of God’s
general will for salvation, and Aristes concurs with a very pointed
condemnation; if God does not in general intervene to prevent
people from falling into error, so much the less would he deign to
save those who ‘‘have the temerity of calling into question
established matters and who thereby accuse[] the Savior either of
having abandoned His Bride or of not having been able to defend
Her.’’ That anyone would accuse God of deserting the Church was a
claim that came to prominence with the Protestant controversies
of the sixteenth centuries; this is just what Catholics portrayed the
Protestants as doing. And indeed, Aristes continues,

For a Heretic can refuse to believe the decisions of the Church
only on the ground that it teaches error and thus that Jesus
Christ does not or wants not to lead it. [This heretic] then
believes that Jesus Christ, contrary to His promise, abandons His
beloved Bride and consequently all Catholics rather than [the
heretic] himself.30

The Catholic position, of course, had been that not only were
Protestants choosing Luther or Calvin over fifteen hundred years of
history—they were choosing Luther or Calvin over the Holy Spirit
itself. To suggest that the Church had fallen into error was nothing
less than to suggest that the Spirit was not guiding the Church.
Thus, by the lights of Malebranche’s argument, if we assume that
God is invested in human history, this entails necessarily that the
Church is God’s volonté générale for human salvation. Or, to use
Sieyès’ phrasing: it would be a false principle to suggest that God’s
volonté générale for human salvation could be anything other than
the Church.

Arguments of this form are highly significant in the Entretiens;
another surfaces when Malebranche addresses himself directly to
the problem of representation, again in the rubric of the
Protestant-Catholic polemics. If the Holy Spirit’s guidance of the
Church is problematized when the Church’s legitimacy is
questioned, so too is it problematized when Christ’s presence in
the wafer is questioned. Thus Malebranche convenes a hypotheti-
cal representative assembly to settle the matter of the nature of the
representation.

Let us take an example. We are at pains to know whether it is
the body of Jesus Christ or the figure of his body that is in the
Eucharist. What can we do to clarify what is contested? We
convene the most general assembly possible. The bishops know

27 Sieyès, Écrits politiques, 237.
28 Sieyès continues, ‘‘[These false principles] will do nothing less than to cut, to

parcel up, to tear France into an infinity of little democracies, which could only be

united by the bonds of a general confederation.’’ Rather than the issue of assembling

all of France or even the issue of the degree of centralization of the state, the spectre

of the infinity of democracies suggests that the central issue for Sieyès, here, is the

ontological priority of the general will of France over the particular wills of the

people of France, which is presumably related to the postulate of the indivisibility of

sovereignty. Sieyès, Écrits Politiques, 234.
29 The injustice of this, vis-à-vis Arnauld, is only underscored by the fact that

Arnauld, even as he was debating Malebranche, was engaged simultaneously in

polemics against the Calvinists.
30 Schmaltz, ‘‘What has Cartesianism to do with Jansenism?’’ Journal of the History

of Ideas 60 (1999): 52. 31 Malebranche, Entretiens, 544–45.
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well whether or not, in the Church where they preside, the body
of Christ is believed to be in the Eucharist. We ask them what
they think on the matter: they declare that it is an article of their
faith that the bread is changed into the body of Christ. They
pronounce anathema on those who maintain the contrary. The
bishops of the other churches, who were not able to attend the
assembly, endorse the decision; or, if they have no contact with
those at the assembly, they remain silent, and witness sufficiently

by their silence that they are of the same sentiment, otherwise
they would not omit to condemn it. . . Things being thus, I
submit that even on the supposition that Jesus Christ has
abandoned his Church, it would be necessary to renounce
common sense to prefer the opinion of Calvin or of Zwingli to
those of all these witnesses, who attest a fact which it is not

possible for them not to know (emphasis mine).32

In Malebranche’s thought experiment, the Church, faced with a
challenge, invites its bishops to assemble to articulate the volonté

générale, but this effort is wasted. After all, if Christ is not in the
wafer, neither is he in the Church and therefore neither is he with
those in the Church’s representative council. But how could those
in the convened assembly of the Church cast a vote implying that
the Church had been deserted by God?33 The question is moot.

Malebranche’s argument regarding his hypothetical represen-
tative assembly neatly anticipates Sieyès’ most famous argument
regarding the nature of the representation of the National
Assembly was made on a different occasion—the argument he
made, during the debates on the mandat impératif, to the effect that
there was ‘‘no place for deliberation.’’ On 8 July 1789, after
extensive debate about the mandat impératif, Sieyès took the floor
to ‘remind’ his listeners that ‘‘my opinion has been and is still, on
this matter relative to the Assembly, there are not even grounds to
deliberate on its merits. The principles on which my opinion is
founded have already been ordained by the decree of 17 June.’’34

There were ‘‘no grounds to deliberate’’ about the mandat impératif,
for Sieyès, just because the matter had already been resolved when
the National Assembly constituted itself as the sovereign authori-
ty.35 By virtue of being members of the National Assembly, the
argument would seem to imply, the representatives had already
come out against the mandat impératif. In both the case of
Malebranche’s hypothetical representative body and Sieyès’
National Assembly, then, everyone at the convention of the
representative body can be assumed to agree by the constraints of
the institution itself.

I have shown that Sieyès’ argument in the debate on the royal
veto replicates Malebranche’s, down to the peculiar combination
of arguments that seem at odds with each other; I have pointed out
an idiosyncracy of Sieyès’ argument that can be understood as a
consequence of its deploying an originally theological argument,
sans God; and I have ventured an explanation for the peculiar
strength of the claim that Sieyès makes—that the general will can
be nothing other than the will of the National Assembly—by
recalling the polemical context in which Malebranche made his

argument. Considering Sieyès’ arguments regarding representa-
tion on the floor of the National Assembly more generally, I have
also suggested that his more famous strategy of foreclosing debate
on the question of the sovereignty of the National Assembly is
similarly evocative of a moment in Malebranche—indeed, a
moment where Malebranche anticipates, after a fashion, the
political valence I am arguing that his ideas eventually came to
take on. All of this suggests that the logic of the original
malebranchiste theological-ecclesiological argument conditioned
the logic of the political arguments Sieyès made on the floor of the
National Assembly.

Though it may be tempting to assimilate this claim to an
‘influence’ claim, I do not intend to be construed along the lines of
‘influence’ as traditionally conceived.36 It is of course true that
Sieyès had a seminary education; that a seminary education in
mid-eighteenth-century France could hardly have failed to include
a consideration of the major theological polemic of the previous
century; and that even in the volumes of the unpublished papers of
Sieyès that have appeared, thus far, there are references to
Malebranche.37 It is entirely possible that Sieyès was ‘influenced’
by Malebranche; it is even possible (if not to my mind plausible)
that Sieyès set out with the intention of ‘secularizing’ the
theological argument, in making his speeches on the floor of the
National Assembly. But since I am not motivated by explaining
how it is that Sieyès came to think what he thought—if think it he
did—it would not eviscerate the argument I am making if it turned
out that Sieyès had never encountered the Entretiens sur la

Métaphyique, indeed, if he had never encountered Malebranche at
all. I am interested in how and why, in the bewildering swirl of
Revolutionary political theory, certain sorts of arguments came to
be offered—particularly those arguments that turned out to be as
powerful as those that accomplished the breathtaking transfor-
mation of the Estates General into the National Assembly. For the
purposes of my argument, the Entretiens represents an exemplary
moment in a discourse that ranged far beyond the figures whose
dispute began it—and that came to shape a discourse beyond that
theological dispute.

Though others have emphasized the themes of the physiocratic
discourse of rationality, in Sieyès’ theory of representation, the
homology we have explored suggests that Sieyès also partook of a
theological paradigm—that Sieyès’ sense of arguments for legiti-
mate representative power had been shaped by the ecclesiological
disputes of the century before. In place of an argument about
influence, then, I would venture a hypothesis about what we might
call the sedimentation of argumentative logics. The Malebranche-
Sieyès homology, if I read it correctly, suggests that the sorts of
arguments that are viewed as ‘persuasive’ in a given situation are
historically structured. That is, one’s sense of what sorts of
arguments are persuasive comes from the sorts of arguments have
been made in the past; and one’s sense of what sorts of arguments
are persuasive shapes the arguments one actually advances, which
then in turn are among the factors structuring arguments made in
the future. My suggestion is that the argumentative logics of the
ecclesiological disputes of the seventeenth century shaped the
arguments offered on the floor of the National Assembly in this
fashion.

32 Malebranche, Entretiens, 550–51.
33 Note also the way Malebranche very tidily elides the issue of dissent from

outside the Church by suggesting that all not present can be assumed to agree by

their silence.
34 Archives Parlementaires 8: 207.
35 Of course, his contention of the lack of grounds for deliberation notwithstand-

ing, Sieyès did not miss an opportunity to assert the legitimacy of the National

Assembly’s representation. He ‘‘believed it necessary,’’ he to his colleagues, ‘‘to

present again the principles [suggested by the resolution of 17 June] through a

simple declaration in something like the following terms’’: ‘‘The National

Assembly. . . declares that the French nation was always totally and entirely

legitimately represented through the plurality of its deputies; neither imperative

mandates, nor voluntary absence of some members, nor protests of the minority are

ever enough to stop its activity, to alter its liberty. . .’’ (Archives Parlementaires

8:207).

36 The bellwether in the critique of influence claims is of course Quentin Skinner,

‘‘The Limits of Historical Explanations,’’ Philosophy 4 (1966): 199–215. See also his

moderation of his position in ‘‘Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas,’’

History and Theory (1969): 25n106. I am more bothered by the problem of the

significance of influence claims than the problem of their substantiation; cases like

that of Malebranche-Sieyès suggest, to my mind, the potential for articulating a

model of something like ‘influence’ that would have significance in the form of

explanatory power vis-à-vis the arguments that were made.
37 Émmanuel Joseph Sieyès, Des Manuscrits de Sieyès: 1773-1799, ed. Christine

Fauré (Paris: Champion, 1999).
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The idiosyncracies and problems we have observed in Sieyès’
National Assembly arguments potentially buttress this reading.
That is, we might conjecture that—under pressure at the crucial
moment—Sieyès grasped (likely not wholly wittingly) for familiar
arguments for the justification of institutional sovereignty. The
political rhetorical situation evoked the earlier ecclesiological
rhetorical situation, but not perfectly, such that Sieyès gave certain
ideas (as for instance the volonté générale) new—and not entirely
coherent or compelling—valences so that the originally theological
argument could function. Or again, Sieyès was driven to a position
of questionable coherence to make function the logic of justifica-
tion as he understood it. Alongside the emphasis on the ingenuity
with which Sieyès combined themes and arguments to fashion his
theory of representation, then, we might equally draw attention to
the improvisational—I am tempted to say stopgap—character of
the theory of representation in the speeches on the floor of the
National Assembly.

If all of this is correct, we should decline to limit ourselves to a
narrowly Rousseauian framework, in considering Sieyès’ thought
about representation, and instead recontextualize his arguments
with respect to the broader discourse of the volonté générale. Baker
concludes his treatment of Sieyès this way:

Sieyès accepted the postulate of unitary sovereignty funda-
mental to the traditional logic of absolutism but transformed
the concept of a representative public person by reworking
Rousseauian theory in combination with elements of the social
theory of representation. The resulting redefinition of repre-
sentative sovereignty was a brilliant invention, without doubt
the most profoundly and systematically developed theory of
representation of the entire revolutionary period. But its
synthesis of competing discourses was far from a stable one.
And Sieyès failed, in the constitutional debates of 1789, to
secure its institutionalization as the controlling discourse of the
Revolution. In the years to come, the language of the general
will was constantly to subvert the language of representation.

For Baker, then, ‘general will’ and ‘representation’ represent
competing discourses. And yet if we step beyond Rousseau, with
his position that the general will was by definition unrepresen-
table, we can see that there were always resources for an account
of ‘representation’ in the discourse of the volonté générale.38 More
to the point, to recontextualize Sieyès’ theory of representation
within the originally theological discourse of the volonté générale is
to suggest that the contestation in revolutionary discourse is not
accurately characterized as Sieyès’ ‘representation’ as against a
distinct discourse of the ‘general will.’ Rather it would be more
accurately described as a struggle for the institutionalization of one
discourse surrounding the term ‘general will’ over another. More
provocatively, we might frame this as a battle about how exactly
the contradictions begotten by the ecclesiological-made-political
should be resolved, about whether soteriology or ecclesiology
provided the more relevant analogies for thinking about politics, or
about just how far the volonté générale ought to be ‘secularized.’

Any of these possibilities might be worthy of further consider-
ation, drawing in evidence beyond just a single text of

Malebranche and Sieyès’ speeches on the floor of the National
Assembly. But in the space I have, I want to conclude by suggesting
what the malebranchiste contextualization of Sieyès might offer not
just to historians of political thought but to historians of the French
Revolution more generally. Of course there exists already quite a
rich group of hypotheses positing the relevance of the Jansenist
conflict to the events of 1789.39 The most influential interpretation
in this regard pertains to the rise of the parlements, in the disputes
over Unigenitus, and the concomitant destabilization of the
monarchy, but even such institutional claims tend to have an
ideological valence. Van Kley suggests broad affinities between
Jansenist ecclesiology and republicanism; Goldmann gestured
toward various parallels between the Jansenists and the parle-
ments: by his lights, they harbored similar ‘tragic visions’ of fallen
humanity and similar conceptions of truth as something ancient
toward which one always hearkens back but can never fundamen-
tally retrieve.40

As provocative as they may be, such conceptual kinships—
being, by their very nature, rather vague—seem likely to ‘convince’
only those who are in some sense already persuaded. And what
would represent more compelling substantiation for such sugges-
tions seems as unclear as exactly what sort of significance
(explanatory or otherwise) such suggestions might aspire to have.
I hope that locating the homology in what I have called the
argumentative logics of Malebranche’s text and Sieyès’ speech—
making a case for not only the similarity of the (quite distinctive)
arguments offered but also their combination—might solve each of
these problems. Where we can specify with some precision what,
exactly, is shared, we can also hope to read the traces of the earlier
in the latter; and in doing this we can make a compelling case that
the latter is related genealogically to the former.

But if a homology like that between Malebranche and Sieyès
potentially provides a register for substantiating this sort of claim, I
do not think it substantiates in its particulars any claim that has
already been made. The suggestion that certain arguments
legitimizing the sovereignty of the National Assembly are
generated by the malebranchiste arguments legitimizing the
authority of the Church departs from the general timbre of
existing arguments about the ‘religious origins’ of the Revolution,
insofar as such arguments have typically considered the Jansenist
challenge to the Church as somehow foreshadowing the Revolu-
tionary overthrow of the ancien régime. The Malebranche–Sieyès
case suggests a specific site at which theology is implicated in the
fashioning of the new regime; but interestingly, the theology in
question is not the bravely austere theology of the Jansenists but
rather the ingeniously authoritarian theology of orthodoxy in its
resistance to the Jansenists. The Malebranche–Sieyès analogy
presumably complicates the conclusions that might be drawn
regarding the ‘religious origins’ of the Revolution, then. If some
amorphous ‘religion’ potentially destabilized the monarchy and
provided the ideological arsenal for certain forms of republican
thinking, as many have argued, so too—it appears from our
consideration of Malebranche alongside Sieyès—did it condition
the eclipse of the democratic impulse in the National Assembly.

38 The question of whether or not we can legitimately call Malebranche’s church a

‘representative body’ is an extremely interesting one. Malebranche does not himself

use this language except for when he talks about convening an assembly to decide

the matter of the Eucharist, and I am inclined to think that the argument becomes

about representation qua representation just when it becomes political as opposed

to ecclesiological, but this would require more argument than I can provide here.

39 See, <fn0190>most centrally, Dale Van Kley, The Religious Origins of the French

Revolution (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), but also, among others,
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siècle (Paris, 1998); and Jeffrey Merrick, The Desacralization of the French Monarchy
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40 Lucien Goldmann, Le Dieu Caché: Étude sur la vision tragique dans les ‘Pensées’ de
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