
The Law by Frederic Bastiat 
Week 10 reading for discussion begins here

The Indirect Approach to 
Despotism  
Usually, however, these gentlemen -- the reformers, 
the legislators, and the writers on public affairs -- do 
not desire to impose direct despotism upon mankind. 
Oh no, they are too moderate and philanthropic for 
such direct action. Instead, they turn to the law for 
this despotism, this absolutism, this omnipotence. 
They desire only to make the laws.  
To show the prevalence of this queer idea in France, I 
would need to copy not only the entire works of 
Mably, Raynal, Rousseau, and Fenelon -- plus long 
extracts from Bossuet and Montesquieu -- but also the 
entire proceedings of the Convention. I shall do no 
such thing; I merely refer the reader to them.  

Napoleon Wanted Passive 
Mankind  
It is, of course, not at all surprising that this same idea 
should have greatly appealed to Napoleon. He 
embraced it ardently and used it with vigor. Like a 
chemist, Napoleon considered all Europe to be 
material for his experiments. But, in due course, this 
material reacted against him.  
At St. Helena, Napoleon -- greatly disillusioned -- 
seemed to recognize some initiative in mankind. 
Recognizing this, he became less hostile to liberty. 
Nevertheless, this did not prevent him from leaving 
this lesson to his son in his will: "To govern is to 
increase and spread morality, education, and 
happiness."  
After all this, it is hardly necessary to quote the same 
opinions from Morelly, Babeuf, Owen, Saint-Simon, 
and Fourier. Here are, however, a few extracts from 
Louis Blanc's book on the organization of labor: "In 
our plan, society receives its momentum from 
power."  
Now consider this: The impulse behind this 
momentum is to be supplied by the plan of Louis 
Blanc; his plan is to be forced upon society; the 
society referred to is the human race. Thus the human 
race is to receive its momentum from Louis Blanc.  
Now it will be said that the people are free to accept 
or to reject this plan. Admittedly, people are free to 
accept or to reject advice from whomever they wish. 
But this is not the way in which Mr. Louis Blanc 

understands the matter. He expects that his plan will 
be legalized, and thus forcibly imposed upon the 
people by the power of the law:  
"In our plan, the state has only to pass labor laws 
(nothing else?) by means of which industrial progress 
can and must proceed in complete liberty. The state 
merely places society on an incline (that is all?). Then 
society will slide down this incline by the mere force 
of things, and by the natural workings of the 
established mechanism." 
But what is this incline that is indicated by Mr. Louis 
Blanc? Does it not lead to an abyss? (No, it leads to 
happiness.) If this is true, then why does not society 
go there of its own choice? (Because society does not 
know what it wants; it must be propelled.) What is to 
propel it? (Power.) And who is to supply the impulse 
for this power? (Why, the inventor of the machine -- 
in this instance, Mr. Louis Blanc.)  

The Vicious Circle of Socialism  
We shall never escape from this circle: the idea of 
passive mankind, and the power of the law being used 
by a great man to propel the people.  
Once on this incline, will society enjoy some liberty? 
(Certainly.) And what is liberty, Mr. Louis Blanc?  

Once and for all, liberty is not only a mere granted 
right; it is also the power granted to a person to 
use and to develop his faculties under a reign of 
justice and under the protection of the law.  

And this is no pointless distinction; its meaning is 
deep and its consequences are difficult to estimate. 
For once it is agreed that a person, to be truly free, 
must have the power to use and develop his faculties, 
then it follows that every person has a claim on 
society for such education as will permit him to 
develop himself. It also follows that every person has 
a claim on society for tools of production, without 
which human activity cannot be fully effective. Now 
by what action can society give to every person the 
necessary education and the necessary tools of 
production, if not by the action of the state?  
Thus, again, liberty is power. Of what does this power 
consist? (Of being educated and of being given the 
tools of production.) Who is to give the education and 
the tools of production? (Society, which owes them to 
everyone.) By what action is society to give tools of 
production to those who do not own them? (Why, by 
the action of the state.) And from whom will the state 
take them?  
Let the reader answer that question. Let him also 
notice the direction in which this is taking us.  



The Doctrine of the Democrats  
The strange phenomenon of our times -- one which 
will probably astound our descendants --  

is the doctrine based on this triple hypothesis: the 
total inertness of mankind, the omnipotence of the 
law, and the infallibility of the legislator.  

These three ideas form the sacred symbol of those 
who proclaim themselves totally democratic.  
The advocates of this doctrine also profess to be 
social. So far as they are democratic, they place 
unlimited faith in mankind. But so far as they are 
social, they regard mankind as little better than 
mud. Let us examine this contrast in greater detail.  
What is the attitude of the democrat when political 
rights are under discussion? How does he regard the 
people when a legislator is to be chosen? Ah, then it 
is claimed that the people have an instinctive wisdom; 
they are gifted with the finest perception; their will is 
always right; the general will cannot err; voting 
cannot be too universal.  
When it is time to vote, apparently the voter is not to 
be asked for any guarantee of his wisdom. His will 
and capacity to choose wisely are taken for granted. 
Can the people be mistaken? Are we not living in an 
age of enlightenment? What! are the people always to 
be kept on leashes? Have they not won their rights by 
great effort and sacrifice? Have they not given ample 
proof of their intelligence and wisdom? Are they not 
adults? Are they not capable of judging for 
themselves? Do they not know what is best for 
themselves? Is there a class or a man who would be 
so bold as to set himself above the people, and judge 
and act for them? No, no, the people are and should 
be free. They desire to manage their own affairs, and 
they shall do so.  
But when the legislator is finally elected -- ah! then 
indeed does the tone of his speech undergo a 
radical change. The people are returned to 
passiveness, inertness, and unconsciousness; the 
legislator enters into omnipotence. Now it is for him 
to initiate, to direct, to propel, and to organize. 
Mankind has only to submit; the hour of despotism 
has struck. We now observe this fatal idea: The 
people who, during the election, were so wise, so 
moral, and so perfect, now have no tendencies 
whatever; or if they have any, they are tendencies that 
lead downward into degradation.  

The Socialist Concept of Liberty  
But ought not the people be given a little liberty?  

But Mr. Considerant has assured us that liberty leads 
inevitably to monopoly!  
We understand that liberty means competition. 
But according to Mr. Louis Blanc, competition is a 
system that ruins the businessmen and exterminates 
the people. It is for this reason that free people are 
ruined and exterminated in proportion to their degree 
of freedom. (Possibly Mr. Louis Blanc should observe 
the results of competition in, for example, 
Switzerland, Holland, England, and the United 
States.)  
Mr. Louis Blanc also tells us that competition leads to 
monopoly. And by the same reasoning, he thus 
informs us that low prices lead to high prices; that 
competition drives production to destructive activity; 
that competition drains away the sources of 
purchasing power; that competition forces an increase 
in production while, at the same time, it forces a 
decrease in consumption. From this, it follows that 
free people produce for the sake of not consuming; 
that liberty means oppression and madness among the 
people; and that Mr. Louis Blanc absolutely must 
attend to it.  

Socialists Fear All Liberties  
Well, what liberty should the legislators permit 
people to have? Liberty of conscience? (But if this 
were permitted, we would see the people taking this 
opportunity to become atheists.)  
Then liberty of education? (But parents would pay 
professors to teach their children immorality and 
falsehoods; besides, according to Mr. Thiers, if 
education were left to national liberty, it would cease 
to be national, and we would be teaching our children 
the ideas of the Turks or Hindus; whereas, thanks to 
this legal despotism over education, our children now 
have the good fortune to be taught the noble ideas of 
the Romans.)  
Then liberty of labor? (But that would mean 
competition which, in turn, leaves production 
unconsumed, ruins businessmen, and exterminates the 
people.)  
Perhaps liberty of trade? (But everyone knows -- and 
the advocates of protective tariffs have proved over 
and over again -- that freedom of trade ruins every 
person who engages in it, and that it is necessary to 
suppress freedom of trade in order to prosper.)  
Possibly then, liberty of association? (But, according 
to socialist doctrine, true liberty and voluntary 
association are in contradiction to each other, and the 
purpose of the socialists is to suppress liberty of 



association precisely in order to force people to 
associate together in true liberty.)  
Clearly then, the conscience of the social 
democrats cannot permit persons to have any 
liberty because they believe that the nature of 
mankind tends always toward every kind of 
degradation and disaster. Thus, of course, the 
legislators must make plans for the people in order to 
save them from themselves.  
This line of reasoning brings us to a challenging 
question: If people are as incapable, as immoral, and 
as ignorant as the politicians indicate, then why is the 
right of these same people to vote defended with such 
passionate insistence?  

The Superman Idea  
The claims of these organizers of humanity raise 
another question which I have often asked them and 
which, so far as I know, they have never answered: If 
the natural tendencies of mankind are so bad that it is 
not safe to permit people to be free, how is it that the 
tendencies of these organizers are always good? Do 
not the legislators and their appointed agents also 
belong to the human race? Or do they believe that 
they themselves are made of a finer clay than the rest 
of mankind? The organizers maintain that society, 
when left undirected, rushes headlong to its inevitable 
destruction because the instincts of the people are so 
perverse. The legislators claim to stop this suicidal 
course and to give it a saner direction. Apparently, 
then, the legislators and the organizers have received 
from Heaven an intelligence and virtue that place 
them beyond and above mankind; if so, let them show 
their titles to this superiority.  
They would be the shepherds over us, their sheep. 
Certainly such an arrangement presupposes that they 
are naturally superior to the rest of us. And certainly 
we are fully justified in demanding from the 
legislators and organizers proof of this natural 
superiority.  


