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Author’s Preface

The purpose of this book is fourfold. First, it is the biog-
raphy of Frederic Bastiat, 1801-1850, the political economist
and legislator who led the various campaigns for free trade
(and against socialism) in France from 1845 to 1850. The
background, philosophy, and career of Bastiat will be ex-
amined in considerable detail. This will automatically include
the story of the free trade movement in France from 1845
to 1860 and how it was inspired by the more successful one
in Great Britain.

Second, a summary of the free trade movement in Britain
"from 1838 to 1846 will also be offered. It will be confined to
a brief review because the story is too well known in the
United States to be offered in detail here again. The primary
objective of the summary will be to show how the approach
used successfully in Britain was unsuccessful when tried in
France. The approach to free trade that finally did enjoy a
partial triumph in the French political situation of that time
will then be developed. It is hoped that this story of the dif-
ferent approaches to the same goal in the two nations will
also serve another purpose: Perhaps the procedures and re-
sults will be of value to persons who are searching today for
practical ways and means to turn abstract ideas into political
reality. The personal and professional interrelationships of
the three most important free trade leaders in France and
England—Richard Cobden, Frederic Bastiat, and Michel
Chevalier—will automatically appear in some detail.

Third, Bastiat has hitherto been judged primarily. by his
contribution to economics; and it is generally agreed that he
made no original or significant additions to that science. For
some unknown reason, Bastiat’s contribution to the science of
government has gone largely unnoticed. Perhaps this book
will serve to give him the credit he so clearly deserves for
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viii Author’s Preface

his challenging ideas on both the philosophy and mechanical
operation of government.

Fourth, this book will offer considerable evidence of the
continuing (and increasing) influence of Bastiat after his un-
timely death, including the remarkable revival of his works
in the United States during the past 20 years.

At various times during 1956-59, I was a student at the
Graduate Institute of International Studies, University of
Geneva, My doctoral thesis, published in Geneva in the fall
of 1959, was Frederic Bastiat and the Free Trade Movement
in France and England, 1840-1850. Most of the material in
that thesis has been rewritten and incorporated herein and
forms perhaps one-half of this book.

In the introduction to my doctoral thesis, I acknowledged
the extensive help that I received from several persons dur-
ing my research in France, England, Switzerland, and the
United States. It is with great respect that I here record the
chief among them—Dr. William Ropke, Professor of Eco-
nomics at the Graduate Institute of International Studies.

My original doctoral study on this subject is rigorously
documented by the use of extensive footnotes on almost every
page. And that thesis also retains the actual French words
(no English translation) of the extensive quotations I used
from sources in that language. Obviously the above pro-
cedures would be inappropriate in this book that is written
for a more general readership. Thus the customary reference-
footnotes have been condensed and relegated herein to a
“Notes” section in the appendix.

To the best of my knowledge and ability, in my transla-
tions and interpretations from the French language, I have
said in English what Bastiat (and others) said in French.
It is my belief that a translator is obligated to put the original
author’s ideas into the most readable and idiomatic English of
which he is capable. Thus I have tended to follow Bastiat
more on an idea-for-idea basis than on a word-for-tortured-
word basis. My objective has been to do justice to the unique
style of Bastiat by making him as lively and clear in English
as he was in his original French.



1

Source and Purpose
of Government

The political economist, Frederic Bastiat, is the author of
perhaps the most damning definition of government ever
penned: “The state is the great fiction by which everybody
tries to live at the expense of everybody else.”

Since this book is primarily about the philosophy and in-
fluence of Bastiat, certainly his general philosophy on the jus-
tification and proper use of the collective force of society
(government) should be understood before we concern our-
selves with his economic beliefs and the details of his career.

As we shall see later on, Bastiat held positive and contro-
versial ideas on the proper mechanical organization of gov-
ernment. But he was far more interested in what government
should do than he was in how it should be organized. The
best source of his ideas on the proper functions of govern-
ment is The Law, a long pamphlet written during the first
half of 1850, a few months before his death.? After a life-
time of studying government—and participating in it on both
the local and national levels—this booklet was his “last will
and testament” on the subject. Bastiat began his pamphlet
with this startling accusation:

“The law perverted! And the police powers of the state
perverted along with it! The law, I say, not only turned
from its proper purpose but made to follow an entirely con-
trary purpose! The law become the weapon of every kind of

1 For documentation of sources, see “Notes” in Appendix, page 145 ff.
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2 Frederic Bastiat: Ideas and Influence

greed! Instead of checking crime, the law itself guilty of the
evils it is supposed to punish!

“If this is true, it is a serious fact, and moral duty requires
me to call the attention of my fellow citizens to it.”

After that eye-opening introduction, Bastiat spelled out
his concept of moral law (frequently referred to as natural
law) as the source of all life and progress—and thus the
proper basis for all relationships among men.

“We hold from God the gift that includes all others. This
gift is life—physical, intellectual, and moral life. But life
cannot sustain itself alone. The Creator of life has entrusted
us with the responsibility of preserving, developing, and per-
fecting it. In order that we may accomplish this, he has pro-
vided us with a collection of marvelous faculties. And he has
put us in the midst of a variety of natural resources. By the
application of our faculties to these natural resources, we
convert them into products and use them. This process is
necessary in order that life may run its appointed course.

“Life, faculties, production—in other words, individuality,
liberty, property—this is man. And in spite of the cunning of
artful political leaders, these three gifts from God precede
all human legislation and are superior to it. Life, liberty, and
property do not exist because men have made laws. On the
contrary, it was the fact that life, liberty, and property ex-
isted beforehand that caused men to make laws in the first
place.”

It would be difficult indeed to find a more terse summary
of the source and purpose of law. And from it, Bastiat de-
duced the central theme of his concept of the proper func-
tions and limits of government—that is, two or more persons
acting together have no right whatever to do collectively any-
thing that is forbidden to the individuals in the group. Bastiat
spelled out the rights of individuals (and thus of groups) as
follows:

“What, then, is law? It is the collective organization of the
individual right to lawful defense.

“Each of us has a natural right—from God—to defend his
person, his liberty, and his property. . . . If every person has
the right to defend—even by force—his person, his liberty,
and his property, it then follows that a group of men have the
right to organize and support a common force (government)
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to protect these rights constantly. Thus the principle of col-
lective right—its reason for existing, its lawfulness—is based
on individual right. And the common force that protects this
collective right cannot logically have any other purpose or
any other mission than that for which it acts as a substitute.
Thus since an individual cannot lawfully use force against the
person, liberty, or property of another individual, then the
common force (government) cannot legitimately be used to
destroy the person, liberty, or property of individuals or
groups. . . . This common force of government is to do only
what individuals have a natural and lawful right to do—to
protect persons, liberties, and properties; to maintain the
equal rights of each person; and to cause justice to reign over
us all. :

“If a nation were founded on this basis, it seems to me that
order would prevail among the people, in thought as well as
in deed. It seems to me that such a nation would have the
most simple, easy to accept, economic, just, nonoppressive,
limited, and enduring government imaginable—whatever its
political and mechanical form might be.

“Under such an administration, everyone would under-
stand that he possesses all the privileges, as well as all the re-
sponsibilities, of his existence. No one would have any argu-
ment with government, provided that his person is respected,
his labor is not controlled, and the fruits of his labor are pro-
tected against all unjust attack. When successful, we would
not have to thank the state for our success. And conversely,
when unsuccessful, we would no more think of blaming the
state for our misfortune than would the farmers blame the
state because of hail or frost. The state would be felt only
by the invaluable blessings of safety provided by this con-
cept of government. . . .

“But, unfortunately, law [government] by no means con-
fines itself to its proper functions. And when it has exceeded
its legitimate spheres of action, it has not done so merely in
some inconsequential and debatable matters. The law has
gone further than that; it has acted in direct opposition to its
own purpose. The law has been used to destroy its own legiti-
mate objective: It has been applied to annihilating the jus-
tice that it is supposed to maintain; to limiting and destroying
rights that it is supposed to respect. The law has placed the
collective force at the disposal of the unscrupulous who wish,
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without risk, to exploit the person, liberty, and property of
others. It has converted plunder into a right, in order to pro-
tect plunder. And it has converted legitimate defense into a
crime, in order to punish legitimate defense.”

Naturally, Bastiat speculated about the cause of this per-
version of the law. He found it in the nature of man himself:

“The law has been perverted by the influence of two en-
tirely different causes: stupid greed and false philanthropy.
Let us speak of the first.

“Self-preservation and self-development are common as-
pirations among all people. And if everyone enjoyed the un-
restricted use of his faculties and the free disposition of the
fruits of his labor, social progress would be ceaseless, unin-
terrupted, and unfailing.

“But there is also another tendency that is common among
men. When they can, they wish to live and prosper at the
expense of others. This is no rash accusation. Nor does it
come from a gloomy and uncharitable spirit. The annals of
history bear witness to the truth of it: the incessant wars,
forced migrations, religious persecutions, universal slavery,
dishonesty in commerce, and monopolies. This fatal desire
has its origin in the very nature of man—in that primitive,
universal, and insuppressible instinct that impels him to
satisfy his desires with the least possible effort.

“Man can live and satisfy his wants legitimately only by
ceaseless labor, by the ceaseless application of his faculties
to natural resources. This process is the origin of property.
But it is also true that a man may live and satisfy his wants
illegitimately by seizing and consuming the products of
the labor of others. This process is the origin of plunder.

“Now since man is naturally inclined to avoid pain—and
since labor is pain in itself—it follows that men will resort
to plunder whenever plunder is easier than work. History
shows this quite clearly. And under these conditions, neither
religion nor morality can stop it. When, then, does plunder
stop? It stops when it becomes more painful and more diffi-
cult than labor. i

“It is evident, then, that the proper purpose of law is to
use the power of its collective force to stop this fatal tendency
to plunder instead of to work. All the measures of the law
should protect property and punish plunder.”
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Bastiat recognized, of course, the fact that government is
necessary—and that, confined to its legitimate functions, the
force of government is a positive good for persons and the
community. But what is the individual to do when the gov-
ernment violates its proper purpose? Perhaps better than
anyone before or since, Bastiat clearly stated the dilemma
that a person faces when law conflicts with conscience:

“It is impossible to introduce into society a greater change
and a greater evil than the conversion of the law into an
instrument of plunder. . . . The effect of that procedure is to
erase from everyone’s conscience the distinction between jus-
tice and injustice.

“No society can exist unless the laws are respected to a
certain degree. The best way to make laws respected is to
make them respectable. When law and morality conflict with
each other, the citizen is faced with the cruel alternative of
losing either his moral sense or his respect for the law. These
two evils are of equal consequence, and it would be difficult
for a person to choose between them. ‘

‘“The true nature of law is to maintain justice. This is so
much the case that, in the minds of most people, law and
justice are one and the same thing. There is in all of us a
strong disposition to believe that anything lawful is also
proper. This belief is so widespread that many persons have
erroneously held that things are ‘just’ because law makes
them so. Thus, in order to make plunder appear just and
sacred to many consciences, it is only necessary for the law
to decree and sanction it. Slavery, controls, and monopoly
find defenders not only among those who profit from them:
but even among those who suffer from them.” :

It is self-evident that, under Bastiat’s concept of the legit-
imate functions of government, the moral justification for:
a law can never be based on majority vote. As he explained-
in various places and in various ways: If right and wrong
are to be determined by majority vote, then slavery itself can
easily be justified. But since no individual has the right to
enslave another individual, then no group of individuals can
possibly have such a right. Always, Bastiat returned to his
original starting point: Does the individual have a moral
right to do what the collective is doing? If not, then accord-
ing to Bastiat, the government is committing an immoral act,
and a ‘“legal crime.” /

i
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It should be noted at this point, however, that Bastiat did
" not recommend that the government should do everything
that each individual has a moral right to do; rather, the
government should do only those moral things that directly
concern all individuals alike—and even then only if the
people in general want the government to do them and are
willing to pay the necessary taxes. He listed such “common
interest” tasks and problems as the waging of defensive wars,
maintaining the police force for domestic order, building “nec-
essary”’ public works, and the keeping of “needed” records.

As a specific example of how the legal and democratic
right to vote may be used for an immoral purpose, Bastiat
cited the situation in the United States in 1850:

“As long as it is admitted that the law may be diverted
from its true purpose—that it may violate property instead
of protecting it—then everyone will want to participate in
' making the law, either to protect himself against plunder or
i to use it for plunder Political questlons will always be domi-
‘nant and all-absorbing.

“Is there any need to offer proof that this odious perver-
'sion of the law is a perpetual source of hatred and discord,
wand that it tends to destroy society itself? If such proof is
‘needed, look at the United States [in 1850]. There is no coun-
Ary in the world where the law is kept more within its proper
‘domain—protecting the liberty and property of every person.
As a consequence of this, there appears to be no country in
the world where the social order rests on a firmer founda-
tion. But even in the United States, there are two issues
that have always endangered the public peace. They are
slavery and tariffs.

“In those two areas, contrary to the general spirit of the
republic of the United States, law has assumed the character
of plunder. Slavery is a violation, by law, of liberty. The
protective tariff is a violation, by law, of property.

“It is a most remarkable fact that this double legal crime
—a sorrowful inheritance from the Old World—should be the
only issues that can, and perhaps will, lead to the ruin of
the Union.”

While the reasons for any war are exceedingly complex,
the fact remains that the efforts of northern manufacturers to
protect their domestic markets from foreign competition—
and the efforts of southern landowners to retain their cheap
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slave labor——led directly to the breakup of the Union ten
years after Bastiat’s prediction. According to his thesis, if
the law had been confined to its proper function—protecting
equally the persons, liberty, and property of all people in
the United States—there would have been no slavery and
no protective tariffs, and thus no reason for war.

A popular quotation, “If goods don’t cross borders, armies
will,” has frequently been attributed to Bastiat. That exact
quotation does not appear in any of his writings. The senti-
ment, however, was clearly endorsed by Bastiat in several
passages. As will be noted later, one of his chief arguments
for the abolition of tariffs was that they and similar pro-
tective measures are a leading cause of war. He fully ex-
pected universal peace to follow the abolition of govern-
mental restrictions against trade and fravel among the peo-
ple of different nations. He believed that tariffs and other
restrictions against domestic and foreign trade are merely
legal forms of plundering the property of innocent and peace-
ful persons—in this case, the purchasers of goods and services
—and that those persons will naturally rebel against it in one
way or another when they understand it. In order that he
could not possibly be misunderstood, Bastiat clearly identi-
fied the two types of plunder (spoliation is the French word
he used) that have always plagued mankind:

“There are two kinds of plunder: legal and illegal. I do
not think that illegal plunder, such as theft or swindling
that the penal code defines and punishes, can be called social-
ism. It is not this kind of plunder that systematically threat-
ens the foundations of society. Anyway, the war against . . .
illegal plunder has been going on since the beginning of man-
kind. Long before the Revolution—long before the appear-
ance even of socialism itself—France had provided police,
judges, prisons, and scaffolds for the purpose of fighting
illegal plunder. The law itself conducts this war, and it is
my wish and opinion that the law should always maintain
this attitude toward plunder. '

“But it does not always do this. Sometimes the law defends
plunder and participates in it. Thus the beneficiaries are
spared the shame and danger that their acts would otherwise
involve. Sometimes the law places the whole apparatus of
judges, police, and prisons at the service of the plunderers—
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and treats the victim, when he defends himself, as a criminal.
In short, there is legal plunder. . . .

“But how is this legal plunder to be identified? Quite
simply. See if the law takes from some persons what belongs
to them and gives it to other persons to whom it does not
belong. See if the law benefits one citizen at the expense of
another by doing what the citizen himself cannot do with-
out committing a crime.

“Then abolish that law without delay. For it is not only
an evil in itself but also a fertile source for further evils
because it invites reprisals and imitation. If such a law—
which may be an isolated case—is not abolished immediately,
it will spread, multiply, and develop into a system. . . .

“Legal plunder can be committed in an infinite number of
ways. Thus we have an infinite number of plans for organiz-
ing it: tariffs, subsidies, progressive taxation, government
schools, guaranteed jobs, guaranteed profits, minimum wages,
a right to relief, a right to the tools of labor, free credit, and
so on and so on. All these plans together—with their com-
mon aim of legal plunder—constitute socialism. . . .

“If you wish to be strong, begin by rooting out every
particle of socialism that may have crept into your legisla-
tion. This will be no light task. . . .

“This question of legal plunder must be settled once and
for all, and there are only three ways to settle it: First, the

“We must make our choice among 11m1ted plunder, univer-
sal plunder, and no plunder. The law can follow only one of
these three.

“Limited legal plunder: This system prevailed when the
right to vote was restricted. Some would turn back to this
system to prevent the invasion of socialism.

“Universal legal plunder: We have been threatened with
this system since the franchise was made universal. The new-
ly enfranchised majority have decided to formulate law on
the same principle of legal plunder that was used by their
predecessors when the vote was restricted.

“No legal plunder: This is the principle of justice, peace,
order, stability, harmony, and logic. Until the day of my
death, I shall proclaim this principle with all my strength. .

“In all sincerity, can anything more than the absence of
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plunder be required of the law? Can the law—which neces-
sarily requires the use of force—rationally be used for any-
thing except protecting the equal rights of everyone? I defy
anyone to extend it beyond this purpose without perverting
it and, consequently, turning might against right. This is the
most fatal and most illogical social perversion that can pos-
sibly be imagined. It must be admitted that the true solu-
tion—so long searched for in the area of social relationships
—is contained in these simple words: Law is organized
justice.

“Now this must be said: When justice is organized by law
—that is, by force—this excludes the idea of using law [gov-
ernment] to organize any human activity whatever, whether
it be labor, charity, agriculture, commerce, industry, educa-
tion, art, or religion. The organizing by law of any one of
these would inevitably destroy the essential organization—
justice. For truly, how can we imagine force being used
against the liberty of peaceful citizens without its also being
used against justice, and thus acting contrary to its proper
purpose?

“Here I encounter the most popular fallacy of our times.
It is not considered sufficient for the law to be just; it must
be philanthropic. Nor is it sufficient that the law should guar-
antee to every citizen the free and inoffensive use of his
faculties for physical, intellectual, and moral self-improve-
ment. Instead, it is demanded that the law should directly
extend welfare, education, and morality throughout the
nation.

“This is the seductive lure of socialism. And I repeat:
These two uses of the law are in direct opposition to each
other. We must choose between them. A citizen cannot at
the same time be free and not free.”

As we shall see in a moment, Bastiat could become exas-
perated indeed with ‘“supermen,” who wanted to control
“ordinary men.” But for the most part, he did not question
the motives and good intentions of those who wanted to use
the organized force of government for philanthropic pur-
poses:

“The sincerity of those who advocate protectionism, social-
ism, and communism is not here questioned. Rather, I am
attacking an idea which I believe to be false; a system which
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appears to me to be unjust. . . . I have already said that legal
plunder is partially based on philanthropy, even though it is
a false philanthropy. Now let us examine the origin and the
tendency of this popular aspiration that claims to advance the
general welfare by general plunder.

“Since the law organizes justice, the socialists ask why
the law should not also organize labor, education, and re-
ligion. But the law cannot be used for those purposes without
destroying justice, We must remember that law is force, and
that, consequently, the proper functions of the law cannot
logically extend beyond the proper functions of force. And
thus the organization of education, labor, and religion can-
not logically be the proper purpose of the police powers.

“When law and force keep a person within the bounds of
justice, they operate only in a negative fashion. They merely
restrain one person from harming another. . . . But when the
law, by means of its necessary agent, force, imposes upon
men a regulation of labor, a method or a subject of educa-
tion, a religious faith or creed—then the law no longer acts
negatively; it acts positively upon people. It substitutes the
will of the legislator for their own wills; the initiative of the
legislator for their own initiatives. When this happens, the
people no longer need to discuss, to compare, to plan ahead;
the law does all this for them. Intelligence becomes a useless
prop for the people; they cease to be men; they lose their
personality, their liberty, their property. . . .

“When a politician views society from the seclusion of his
office, he is struck by the inequality that he sees. He deplores
the deprivations that are the lot of so many of our brothers,
deprivations that appear to be even sadder when contrasted
with luxury and wealth.

“Perhaps the politician should ask himself whether this
state of affairs has not been caused by old conquests and
lootings, and by more recent legal plunder. Perhaps he should
consider this proposition: Since all persons seek well-being
and advancement, would not a condition of justice be suffi-
cient to cause the greatest efforts toward progress and the
greatest possible equality that is compatible with individual
responsibility? Would not this be in accord with the concept
of personal responsibility that God has willed in order that
mankind may have the choice between vice and virtue and
the resulting punishment and reward?
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“But the politician never gives this a thought. His mind
turns to organizations, combinations, and arrangements—
legal or apparently legal. He attempts to remedy the evil by
increasing and perpetuating the very thing that caused the
evil in the first place—legal plunder. . . .

“The socialist says, ‘But there are persons who have no
money,” and he turns to the law. . . . But nothing can enter
the public treasury for the benefit of one citizen or one class
unless other citizens and other classes have been forced to
send it in. If every person draws from the treasury the
amount he has contributed, it is true that the law then
plunders nobody. But that procedure would do nothing for
the persons who have no money. It would not promote equal-
ity of income. The law can be an instrument of equalization
only as it takes money from some persons and gives it to
other persons. When the law does that, it is an instrument
of plunder.

“With that in mind, examine the protective tariffs, sub-
sidies, guaranteed profits, guaranteed jobs, relief and wel-
fare schemes, government education, progressive taxation,
free credit, and such. You will find that they are always
based on legal plunder, organized injustice.

“The socialist says, ‘But there are persons who lack edu-
cation,” and he turns to the law. But the law is not, in itself,
a torch of learning that shines its light abroad. The law ex-
tends over a society where some persons have knowledge
and others do not; where some citizens need to learn, and
others can teach. In this matter of education, the law has only
two alternatives: It can permit this transaction of teaching-
and-learning to operate freely and without the use of force,
or it can force human wills in this matter by taking from
some persons enough to pay the teachers who are appointed
by government to instruct others, without charge. But in
this second case, the law commits legal plunder by violating
liberty and property.

“The socialist says, ‘But there are persons who are lack-
ing in morality or religion,” and he turns to the law. But law
is force. And need I point out what a violent and futile effort
it is to use force in matters of morality and religion?

“It would seem that socialists, however self-complacent,
could not avoid seeing this monstrous legal plunder that re-
sults from such systems and such efforts. But what do the
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socialists do? They cleverly disguise this legal plunder from
others—and even from themselves—under the seductive
names of fraternity, unity, organization, and association. Be-
cause we ask so little from the law—only justice—the social-
ists thereby assume that we reject fraternity, unity, organ-
ization, and association. The socialists brand us with the
name individualist.

“We assure the socialists, however, that we repudiate only
forced organization, not natural organization. We repudiate
the forms of association that are forced upon us, not free
association. We repudiate forced fraternity, not true frater-
nity. We repudiate the artificial unity that does nothing more
than deprive persons of individual responsibility. We do not
repudiate the natural unity of mankind under Providence.

“Socialism, like the ancient and authoritarian ideas from
which it springs, confuses the distinction between govern-
ment and society. As a result of this, every time we object
to a thing being done by government, the socialists conclude
that we object to its being done at all.

“We disapprove of state education. Then the socialists say
that we are opposed to education itself. We object to a state
religion. Then the socialists say that we want no religion
at all. We object to a state-enforced equality. The socialists
then say that we are against equality in general. It is as if
the socialists were to accuse us of not wanting persons to eat
because we do not want the government to raise grain.”

Bastiat was a prolific writer. Perhaps that had some bear-
ing on the fact that he reserved his most vindictive com-
ments for the intellectuals and writers who are forever ad-
vocating legislative schemes to control “ordinary people”
in order to make them better and happier. By name, he
quoted and attacked Fenelon, Rousseau, Reynal, Mably,
Blanc, Fourier, Proudhon, and a dozen or so others. In his
writings and speeches, Bastiat was forever challenging them
to show their credentials that specified that they are superior
to the rest of us; that gave them the moral right and author-
ity to order our lives for us:

“Present-day writers—especially those of the socialist
school of thought—base their various theories upon one com-
mon hypothesis: They divide mankind into two parts. People
in general—with the exception of the writers themselves—
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form the first group. The socialist writers form the second
and most important group. . . .

“The writers assume that people are susceptible to being
shaped—by the will and hand of another person—into an
infinite variety of forms, more or less symmetrical, artistic,
and perfected. Moreover, not one of these writers on govern-
mental affairs hesitates to imagine that he himself—under
the title of organizer, founder, or legislator—is that will and
hand, that universal motivating force, that creative power
whose sublime mission is to mold these scattered materials—
persons—into a society.

“These socialist writers look upon people in the same man-
ner that the gardener views his trees. Just as the gardener
capriciously shapes the trees into pyramids, parasols, cubes,
and other forms, just so do the socialist writers whimsically
shape human beings into cooperatives, associations, labor
corps, and other combinations. And just as the gardener
needs axes, pruning hooks, saws, and shears to shape his
trees, just so do the socialist writers need the force that they
can find only in law to shape human beings. For this purpose,
they devise tariff laws, tax laws, relief laws, and school
laws. ...

“To these intellectuals and writers, the relationship be-
tween persons and the legislators appears to.be the same as
the relationship between the clay and the potter. . . . They
assume that if the legislators left persons free to follow their
own inclinations, people would arrive at atheism instead of
religion, ignorance instead of knowledge, poverty instead of
production and exchange.

“According to those writers, it is indeed fortunate that
Heaven has bestowed upon certain men—governors and legis-
lators—the exact opposite inclinations! . . . While mankind
tends toward evil, the legislators yearn for good; while man-

kind advances toward darkness, the legislators aspire to en-'

lightenment; while mankind is drawn toward vice, the legis-
lators are attracted toward virtue. Since they have decided
that this is the true state of affairs, they then demand the
use of force in order to substitute their own inclinations for
those of the human race. . . .

“Oh, sublime writers! Please remember sometimes that
this clay, this sand, and this manure that you so arbitrarily
dispose of, are men! They are your equals! They are intelli-
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gent and free human beings like yourselves! As you have,
they too have received from God the faculty to observe, to
plan ahead, to think, and to judge for themselves! . . . You
wish to reform everything! Why don’t you reform yourselves?
That task would be enough.”

Well, there you have the essence of Frederic Bastiat’s
philosophy of the moral source, legitimate purpose, and
proper functions of government. That philosophy was re-
pudiated by almost all of his contemporaries in France. It is,
of course, still repudiated by almost all of the people in the
world today. Then, as now, well-intentioned people feared
that a “negative government” would permit the strong to
exploit the weak. (But Bastiat’s thesis, of course, is that no
group can exploit any other group except by using the police
powers of government for that purpose.) Then, as now, good
people believed that, under a “passive government,” people
would not be properly educated. (Bastiat believed that true
education can flourish only in the absence of governmental
control over it.) Then, as now, sincere people believed that,
under a ‘“limited government,” the conflicting interests of the
citizens could not be reconciled. (As we shall see in more de-
tail in another chapter, Bastiat was dedicated to the proposi-
tion that the social and economic interests of men are essen-
tially harmonious, and that it is positive governmental inter-
ference itself that destroys this natural economic ‘harmony.)

Bastiat was keenly aware that he, too, was both a writer
and legislator, and that the accusations he leveled at his fel-
low writers and legislators might also be leveled at him.
Thus he ended his monograph, The Law, by stating: “If I
have joined the ranks of the reformers, it is solely for the
purpose of persuading them to leave people alone. I do not
look upon people as Vancauson locked upon his automaton.
Rather, just as the physiologist accepts the human body as
it is, so do I accept people as they are. I desire only to study
and admire.

“My attitude toward all persons is well illustrated by this
story from a celebrated traveler: He arrived one day in the
midst of a tribe of savages, where a child had just been
born. A crowd of soothsayers, magicians, and quacks—armed
with rings, hooks, and cords—surrounded it. One said: ‘This
child will never smell the perfume of a peace-pipe unless
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I stretch his nostrils.” Another said: ‘He will never be able
to hear unless I draw his ear-lobes down to his shoulders.’
A third said: ‘He will never see the sunshine unless I slant
his eyes.” Another said: ‘He will never stand upright unless
I bend his legs.’ A fifth said: ‘He will never learn to think
unless I flatten his skull.’

“‘Stop,” cried the traveler. ‘What God does is well done.
Do not claim to know more than he. God has given organs
to this frail creature; let them develop and grow strong by
exercise, use, experience, and liberty.’

“God has given to men all that is necessary for them to
accomplish their destinies. He has provided a social form as
well as a human form. And these social organs of persons
are so constituted that they will develop themselves har-
moniously in the clean air of liberty. Away, then, with quacks
and organizers! Away with their rings, chains, hooks, and
pincers! Away with their artificial systems! Away with the
whims of governmental administrators, their socialized proj-
ects, their centralization, their tariffs, their government
schools, their state religions, their free credit, their bank
monopolies, their regulations, their restrictions, their equal-
ization by taxation, and their pious moralizations!

“And now that the legislators and do-gooders have so
futilely inflicted so many systems upon society, may they
finally end where they should have begun: May they reject
all systems, and try liberty; for liberty is an acknowledgment
of faith in God and his works.”

Before we examine the economic ideas and principles of
Bastiat, let us first look briefly at his life and intellectual
development before he became a public (and highly con-
troversial) figure in France and elsewhere® What caused
Bastiat to believe as he did?



2

Bastiat’s
Intellectual Background

The person who makes a truly original contribution to the
general knowledge of mankind (Adam Smith, for example)
is rare. But even in the case of the author of The Wealth of
Nations, his biographers have had little difficulty in discov-
ering the persons who furnished him with the raw materials
he fashioned so beautifully and used so brilliantly.

So it was, of course, with the primary personage of this
book—Frederic Bastiat, ardent defender of private property,
limited government, and complete freedom of national and
international commerce. The purpose of this chapter is to
discuss the persons, books, and experiences that made him
that way.

I have searched in three areas for the sources of Bastiat’s
ideas. First, Bastiat’s own words. Second, the appraisals of
others. Third, since Bastiat himself was doubtless unaware
of the specific source of some of his ideas, an attempt has
been made to compare certain of his principles and ideas
with similar principles and ideas held by his predecessors
whose works were known to him. While most of the research
on this specific objective has been concentrated into this
chapter, problems of organization have required that some of
it be carried over into the chapters that deal with Bastiat’s
career and his general principles of economics.

Claude Frederic Bastiat was born on June 30, 1801 at
Bayonne in the Department of Landes.! He came from a
merchant and banking family of considerable standing in the

16
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community. As we shall see, the fact that they were engaged
in foreign trade (mostly with Spain and Portugal) doubtless
had some influence on Bastiat’s early interest in the tariff
question.

When Bastiat was seven years old, his mother died. His
father died two years later. Frederic, an only child, then
went to live with his paternal grandfather and spinster aunt
in Mugron. From 1815 to 1818, he was a resident student at
the excellent College of Soreze.

The enrollment at that school was around 400 students,
and many of them came from Spain, Italy, England, Holland,
Poland, Greece, and the United States. That constant asso-
ciation with students from other countries was also doubtless
of importance in Bastiat’s intellectual formation. Young
Frederic specialized in commercial subjects and languages—
Spanish, Italian, and English. He also took several courses in
philosophy. He was considered to be a good but not brilliant
student. Apparently he showed no particular interest in either
economics or politics. On the artistic side, he played the
violoncello and won a prize in poetry.

For some unknown reason, Bastiat never completed the
requirements for his bachelor’s degree. By his own choice,
he left Soreze when he was 17, and entered the commercial
firm of his uncle, Henry de Monclar, in Bayonne., This was
expected of him; his own father had been a partner there
before his death. While Bastiat performed his duties com-
petently enough, he was not especially interested in making
a career of commerce. Even so, apparently it was his desire
to become a better businessman that led him into the study
of political economy. For in a letter to his college friend,
Calmetes, he wrote, “A good merchant must understand law
and political economy.”

In another letter to the same friend, he recorded his dis-
covery of the writer who was to influence his thinking most
profoundly. “I have read the Traite d’Economie Politique by
Jean Baptiste Say, an excellent and methodical study.” In
that same letter, the 19-year-old Bastiat explained that he
had learned from Say the idea of always working from funda-
mental principles when discussing political economy. And he
told his friend how, among a group of his companions who
belonged to an informal discussion group in Bayonne, he had
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recently won a debate by following .the principles laid down
by Say.

There are several reasons for concluding that J. B. Say had
more influence on the intellectual formation of Bastiat than
did any other person—or, in the field of political economy,
perhaps all other persons combined. First of all, Say’s
Treatise on Political Economy (1803) introduced him to the
field of political science. Second, as is clear from the above
letter, it fired him with an enthusiasm for the subject that
he never lost. As we shall see, he never deviated from the
idea he learned from Say to work always from fundamental
principles in the area of political economy. Furthermore,
Say’s Treatise has been called “a vulgarization of the Wealth
of Nations.”*> While it was far more than that, the fact re-
mains that Say was greatly influenced by Smith’s work—
plus the “natural law” concept of the Physiocrats (the French
founders of the science of political economy) who had also
had considerable influence on Adam Smith himself. Thus, in
his first book on the subject, Bastiat was exposed to the three
primary sources of his intellectual development—Say, the
Physiocrats, and Smith. When Bastiat later founded his news-
paper, Le Libre-Echange (Free Trade), he designed the
masthead to carry Say’s famous Law of the Markets: “Prod-
ucts exchange for products.” )

Throughout his speeches and articles, Bastiat’s favorite
themes were taken from Say—products exchange for prod-
ucts; services exchange for services; production creates its
own purchasing power; general “overproduction” is a myth;
the mercantilist concept of a “favorable” balance of trade is
nonsense; services have real value in the same sense that
material products have value; selling is a form of buying, and
vice versa; and various combinations of (and deductions
from) those principles.

Say was also probably primarily responsible for Bastiat’s
constant claim that all permanent distortions in the market
place are caused solely by governmental interference—and
that harmony would reign in a free market where the gov-
ernment confined its activities mostly to keeping the peace
and punishing fraud. Say, like his disciple Bastiat, was an
Optimist. Bastiat also studied Quesnay (the first Physiocrat)
and Smith directly. But it is doubtful that he received a great
deal from the originals that he hadn’t already gained from
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Say’s book that encompassed the principal ideas of both of
them.

For six years, Bastiat remained in the family commercial
and banking business—performing his duties in an adequate
if perfunctory way while he continued to devote much of his
time to the study of literature, languages, music, and political
economy.

In 1827, Bastiat (age 26) found a copy of one of Benjamin
Franklin’s books—probably his Poor Richard’s Almanack.
In a letter to a friend, he joyfully announced: “I have dis-
covered a real treasure—a small volume of the moral and
political philosophy of Franklin. I am so enthusiastic about
his style that I intend to adopt it as my own.” And true
enough, Bastiat’s style in his Economic Sophisms does show
some resemblance to the style of Franklin in his Poor Rich-
ard’s Almanack. Thus it is possible that Bastiat’s technique of
presenting serious economic principles in amusing and terse
story form was inspired to some extent by Franklin who
used the same effective device in much of his own work.

During or before that same year of 1827, Bastiat had read
Lamennais, Dunoyer, Comte, Dupin, and Constant. While
we cannot know for sure just when he studied them, Bastiat’s
speeches, books, and articles show clearly that he was familiar
with the works of practically all the French, English, Italian,
and American economists from the time of the Physiocrats
to his own contemporary, John Stuart Mill.

In his Economic Harmonies, Bastiat apologized because
he had to offer some criticism of Quesnay, Turgot, Smith,
and Say—‘“my guides and masters.””® The American econo-
mist, Carey, is also quoted in that book, as is Malthus. In a
letter to his friend Cobden, he once recommended that Cob-
den should become better acquainted with the works of the
Italian economist, Nicolo Donato. And when Cobden was
once making a trip to Italy, Bastiat asked him to present his
regards to Bursotti, Pettiti, and Scialoia. Bastiat owned and
treasured the five volume works of the classical Italian econ-
omist, Custodi. And according to his biographer, Fontenay,
Bastiat acknowledged both Dunoyer and Charles Comte as
his masters.

Dunoyer was to become a personal friend and fellow work-~
er of Bastiat in the struggle for free trade in France. And,
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in truth, he may have exerted considerable influence on the
intellectual formation of Bastiat who had been a subscriber
to the journal, le Censeur, at an early age. Dunoyer had been
editor of that journal, as well as editor of the Censeur euro-
peen. In his Nouveau traite d’economie sociale, 1830, Dunoyer
advanced the idea that value is measured by services ren-
dered, and that products exchange according to the quality
of services stored in them. As we shall see in another chapter,
Bastiat derived from that theory a similar idea on service
that he attempted to build into a complete system of political
economy. Bastiat could have been indebted to Dunoyer, as
well as to Say, for another favorite theme: Services ren-
dered by teachers, ministers, physicians, landowners, and
others have real value in the same sense as material products.
Certainly Bastiat’s idea that the payment of rent for land
is the same thing as the payment of interest for the use of
capital is due more to Dunoyer than to Say. Paul T. Homan
has said that Bastiat’s theory of economic harmonies was “de-
rived somewhat from Dunoyer.”t

But surely we would be much safer in attributing Bastiat’s
theory of economic harmony to the influence of the Physio-
crats. “The basis of their whole economic system may be
truly said to lie in the principle of self-interest. . . . The only
function of government according to this doctrine is to pro-
tect life, liberty, and property.”s As we know, that quotation
is an excellent summary of Bastiat’s fundamental philosophy
on government. When Bastiat spoke of self-interest, however,
he explained in considerable detail how it worked for the
best interests of all, much as did Adam Smith with his simile
of the invisible hand. The Physiocrat School, and most likely
Quesnay himself, were doubtless responsible for Bastiat’s pri-
mary theory of moral or natural law—and the resulting
natural order or harmony that would automatically exist
except for governmental restrictions against the free and
voluntary exchange of goods and services, internally and
externally. (This idea of “natural harmony”’—Bastiat’s pri-
mary theme—is developed more fully in the following
chapter.)

In his article in the Journal des Economistes of February
1845, Bastiat quoted Ricardo, Mill, Jefferson, Bentham,
Senior, Huskisson, Peel, Droz, Moore, and various others. It
is highly probable that he met both Mill and Senior during a
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trip to England in 1845.% In an 1844 article on land taxation,
Bastiat showed considerable familiarity with the works of
Rousseau, Montesquieu, Buffon, Necker, Stewart, Sismondi,
and various other philosophers, statesmen, and economists.
As we already know from the previous chapter on The Law,
Bastiat took sharp issue with Bossuet, Fenelon, Reynal,
Mably, Condillac, Saint-Just, Billaud-Varenne, Cabet, Four-
ier, and a dozen or so others whom he listed as socialist writ-
ers and legislators. As we shall see later on, he was thor-
oughly familiar with the works and ideas of his contempo-
raries in France—Proudhon, Leroux, Lamartine, Blanc,
Chevalier, Blanqui, Garnier, and all the rest—both socialist
and nonsocialist. And, of course, Bastiat worked directly with
Cobden and various other members of the Manchester
School.

Unquestionably, Frederic Bastiat had a vast and compre-
hensive knowledge of the entire field of political economy—
both in theory and in practice. As we continue to follow his
career before he became a public figure, we shall uncover
other facets of his intellectual development.

During his career as a merchant in the family banking and

exporting business in Bayonne, Bastiat had full opportunity
" to observe the sad results of restrictions against trade. Aside
from the frustrations of governmental restrictions on his own
business, he had only to look about him to see what they had
done to the once-bustling port of Bayonne. According to
Ronce, the population of that city had declined from 16,000
at the end of the eighteenth century to 13,000 in 1820. The
continental wars and blockades of that period were, of course,
a large factor in that decline. But the continuing restrictions
against peacetime trade also played an important part, espe-
cially the tariffs of 1816. Thus Bastiat had only to count the
closed warehouses of Bayonne and the reduced shipping in
the harbor “to convince himself that on the issue of free
trade, the theories of Smith and Say are in accord with the
facts.””

During 1824, Bastiat’s letters indicated that he had no de-
sire to continue his career as a merchant. His first plan was
to move to Paris for either a new career or a continuation of
his studies on a formal basis. But because his grandfather
was sick and didn’t want him to leave, Bastiat moved from
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Bayonne to his childhood home at Mugron. “I am putting
aside all ambitious projects and am returning again to my
solitary studies.”

Upon the death of his grandfather in 1825, Bastiat inherited
the family estate of 250 hectares, He continued to follow the
life of a “gentleman farmer and scholar” until 1846 when he
established himself permanently in Paris and organized the
French Free Trade Association.

Bastiat was not a farmer. Neither by training nor by
preference was he equipped for it. True enough, he did study
and adopt several of the latest innovations in farming. But he
was never more than passingly interested in the results. In
effect, the tenants continued to farm the estate as usual;
while Bastiat devoted almost all of his time and energy to
his chief interest—comprehensive reading and study, espe-
cially on the subject of political economy.8

When Bastiat moved to Mugron, he met there a man who
was to play an important and personal part in his intellectual
formation. That man was his next-door neighbor, Felix
Coudroy, who had studied law in the universities of both
Toulouse and Paris. While the two young men were con-
temporaries in age, they were completely different in person-
alities and philosophies. Bastiat was friendly and quick to
act, while Coudroy was of a melancholy and meditative na-
ture. When they first met, Coudroy was a disciple of social-
ists like Rousseau and Mably, and authoritarians like Maistre
and Bonald; Bastiat, of course, had already adopted the
liberal ideas of Smith, Say, and Destutt de Tracy.

Even so, the two men became the closest of friends. For
20 years, they studied together almost every day. When
Bastiat received a new book, he usually gave it first to his
friend, who read it and marked the most important passages.
Unless the book was of unusual interest, Bastiat contented
himself with those extracts, plus discussing the ideas with
his fellow student. Only if the book interested him deeply
would he study it in its entirety.

In this manner, the two friends, Coudroy and Bastiat,
worked their way through a tremendous number of books
on philosophy, history, politics, religion, travel, poetry, polit-
ical economy, biography, and so on—%“All passed -under the
scrutiny of that double intelligence. . . . It was in these con-



Bastiat’s Intellectual Background 23

versations that the ideas of Bastiat developed and his
thoughts matured. . . . [After the death of Bastiat] Coudroy
said that Bastiat’s voluminous works that were written at a
later date were actually formed during this period.””®

Another of his biographers, de Nouvion, said that this 20-
year preparation accounts for the remarkable fact that Bas-
tiat was able to write in the last five years of his life such a
vast number of articles and books with such apparent ease.

In due course, Bastiat won his friend away from socialism
and over to the philosophy of freedom. In their discussions,
«Bastiat refuted every argument of his friend, using eco-
nomic facts to show him how the free play of individual self-
interests mutually limit each other and promote the general
welfare of all.”’1?

Over the years, the intellectual relationship of the two fel-
low students became so close that when Bastiat sent Coudroy
a copy of his newly-published Economic Harmonies, he wrote
on the title page, “My dear Felix, I cannot say that this book
is offered by the author, since he is you as much as L.”

When Bastiat was away from Mugron, he wrote frequently
to his friend, sharing with him new ideas and the various ex-
periences he encountered on the trips. From several of those
letters, we know of his early interest in the tariff question.
For example, in a letter written in January of 1825 (Bastiat
was then 23), he wrote: “The Americans of the United
States have sane ideas on this subject, even though they have
established tariffs of reprisal. Great Britain, always the lead-
er of European civilization, today offers an excellent ex-
ample by its plan to reduce gradually this tariff system that
enslaves.” (Bastiat was here evidently referring to the pro-
gram of Huskisson in Britain. But Huskisson’s modest pro-
posals for tariff reductions were not carried through in suc-
ceeding years.)

In March of 1829, Bastiat wrote: “Do you know that I in-
tend to publish a book in the near future? It will be about
restrictions on trade.” (That proposed work was not pub-
lished; we might logically guess, however, that his book,
Economic Sophisms, of 1845 was based on it.)

In July of the same year, he wrote: “It is pointless to say
. that the interests of men are in opposition to each other. That
is a grave and antisocial error.”

Bastiat participated in the July Revolution of 1830, after
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it broke out. Apparently, along with many others, he imag-
ined that the overthrow of the increasingly reactionary Res-
toration Government would be followed by a republic, or at
least a liberal monarchy. He served briefly with the revolu-
tionary forces in Bayonne. When the Citadel of that city sur-
rendered without a fight, Bastiat returned immediately to his
pbeaceful studies at Mugron.

Bastiat got his first taste of public life in May of 1831 when
he was appointed judge (a sort of Justice of the Peace) for
Mugron. “His fundamental principle that the interests of men
are harmonious made him, without doubt, an incomparable
judge.”' He resigned that post on November 30, 1846, when
he made his decision to remain permanently in Paris.

The modest duties of “country judge” made little difference
in Bastiat’s way of life. In fact, while he was an excellent
and popular judge, there was some criticism that he didn’t
hold court often enough.

On November 17, 1833, he was elected to an additional and
still higher post—member of the General Council of Landes.
But even that didn’t appear to change his customary way of
life in the slightest. Bastiat resigned that office in September
of 1848 when he became convinced that his legislative duties
in the National Assembly would prevent any further active
participation in the local affairs of his Department.

In April of 1834, Bastiat wrote his first published article on
tariffs. And in it, the “style” for which he was to become
famous is clearly evident. The merchants of Bordeaux, Le
Havre, and Lyons had formulated a petition to the govern-
ment for a reduction in the high tariffs that had been in effect
since October of 1822. But they were careful not to suggest
a policy of free trade. In fact, they offered arguments to
show that such a policy would be disastrous for France.
Even so, their petition was a step toward a more liberal trade
policy. And for that, Bastiat complimented them highly.
Then he stated his basic reason for opposing the petition.
“You demand that all protection be abolished on primary
materials, such as agricultural products, but that protection
must be continued for manufactured articles. I do not de-
fend the protection you attack, but attack the protection you
defend. You demand privilege for a few; I demand liberty
for all.” ,
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Bastiat used the merchants’ own arguments for a reduction
in tariffs on some items to show them that all tariffs on all
items should be abolished completely. He concluded with the
observation that the merchants’ position was self-defeating
because they destroyed their own arguments for free trade by
presenting arguments for protection at the same time.

As far as the results of the petition were concerned, Bastiat
was right. Tariffs continued at their customary high levels.
Even so, Bastiat could not help but observe that the mer-
chants of those three cities were thinking about the problems
of tariffs and were actually moving in the right direction. As
we shall see, those three cities were the first to welcome
Bastiat as the leader of the free trade movement in France a
few years later.

In 1840, Bastiat broke his quiet routine at Mugron with
a trip of several months through Spain and Portugal. His
letters to his friend Coudroy during that period are filled with
observations on the life and economy of those two nations.
At later dates, he was also to travel in Italy and England.
(He was also once in Belgium for a short while because he
absent-mindedly caught a train going in the wrong direction.)
In his later writings, he was to draw heavily on his extensive
readings in several languages, his travel observations, his
career as a judge and regional legislator, and his experience
as both merchant and farmer. Those varied experiences fur-
nished him with most of the parables and fables that distin-
guish his entertaining writing style.

Soon after returning from Spain, Bastiat had his first ex-
perience as an ‘“organizer.” In January of 1841, he wrote an
article, The Tax and the Vine, showing that both the com-
mercial treaty with Holland and the new domestic taxes of
1840, were highly discriminatory against the wine producers
of France. At the same time, he also drafted a plan for an
“association for the defense of the wine growers.” It was
quite an elaborate plan—how to organize the association, a
tentative set of bylaws, how to raise the needed money, and
even a proposed journal. He then went to Paris with the hope
of formalizing his paper-plan into an actual organization. For
several days in late January and early February, he discussed
his ideas with various persons of importance: “But the plan
failed because of general indifference, especially on the part
of the deputies from the Midi.””*?
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Bastiat returned to Mugron—much wiser about the pitfalls
of organization, whether governmental or private. The expe-
rience was not without value, however; it doubtless helped
him to avoid certain mistakes when he returned to Paris in
1846 and organized the free trade association.

In January of 1843, Bastiat presented his Memoire on the
wine-growing question before the Society of Agriculture,
Commerce, Arts, and Sciences of Landes. In it, he discussed
at length the “triple circle of repulsive laws”—tariffs, in-
direct taxes, and the various internal restrictions and taxes
against trade. In 1844, he embellished that theme at still
greater length in his article on the effects of the land tax in
Landes. Therein, he made extensive use of governmental sta-
tistics showing the decrease in population that had occurred
in the vineyard areas of France since 1800. He showed that
taxes had increased faster on wines than on other products,
and that the consumption of wine (percentagewise) had
" lagged far behind the consumption of other products. He of-
fered evidence that the inhabitants of the wine-producing
areas of France were even then (1844) existing at the bare
subsistence level. Then he asked the rhetorical question:
“Why are the inhabitants unable to nourish themselves?”’
Then he answered his own question: “It is not necessary to
go far to find the reason. It is due to the fact that certain
people have restricted our freedom to trade. That freedom is,
after freedom to travel, the most useful to man. It is, then,
the law that causes our misery. The law is killing us, in the
most absolute sense of the word. And if we wish to live, we
must change the law.”

That was strong language indeed. It may help to explain
why popular opinion sometimes erroneously classed Bastiat
with the socialists of his time who led the way toward the
Revolution of 1848. For the superficial observer could easily
say, “Since Bastiat, Blanc, and Proudhon all want a change
in government, they must be allies striving toward a com-
mon goal.” And as we shall see, Bastiat did sit on the left
with Blane, Proudhon, and the other socialists in the Assem-
blies of 1848-50. But as we shall also see, they sat together
as ideological enemies with totally different philosophies of
government.

Throughout the early 1840’s, Bastiat was becoming in-
creasingly active in economic and political affairs—though
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still as an amateur and on a local level. It was during that
time, however, that by chance he discovered a fact and issue
that were to lead directly to his emergence onto the national
scene.

Bastiat was the leader of a discussion group at Mugron.
Apparently, all of the members except Bastiat were bitterly
anti-English. One day in early 1842, a member of the discus-
sion group quoted from a French newspaper to the effect that
the Prime Minister of England, Robert Peel, had said in Par-
liament, “If we adopt this, we will become, like France, a
second-class nation.”

Such a gratuitous insult by the leader of the British Em-
pire made no sense at all to Bastiat. So he wrote for copies
of English newspapers covering the date of the alleged speech.
When they arrived, he discovered that the phrase, ‘“like
France,” did not appear in the original speech; it had been
inserted by the French translator! But more important, Bas-
tiat first heard of Richard Cobden and the Anti-Corn-Law
League from those newspapers. Since the philosophy endorsed
by that group was his own philosophy, he subscribed to The
Globe and Traveller and avidly followed that struggle for the
next two years. And he also attempted to call to the attention
of the French press the importance to France of the free
trade campaign going on in England. “In 1842 and 1843, I
submitted several articles to the Memorial Bordelais, the
Presse, and to various other journals. They were refused.”

Thus, in the intellectual formation of Bastiat, he encoun-
tered in 1842 the man who—after Say, Quesnay, Smith,
Dunoyer, and his friend Coudroy—was to add the practical
finishing touches, Richard Cobden, the leader of the free trade
movement in Great Britain. The relationship between Bastiat
and Cobden will be developed in some detail later on.

During the summer of 1844, Bastiat wrote a long article on
the influence of the French and English tariffs on the future
of the two peoples. He sent it (unsolicited) to the Journal
des Economistes. After some hesitation, the editors printed
it in the issue of October, 1844. In it, unquestionably, Bastiat
gave the most persuasive (and probably the best) argument
for free trade and freedom in general that had ever been
heard in France up to that time. Along the way, he discussed
the issues of war and armaments, balance of trade, prosperity,
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protecting local industries, dependence on other nations, pur-
pose of government, peace, wages, monopoly, and, especially,
morality and justice. That long article well demonstrated that
Bastiat’s intellectual development was both sound and exten-
sive; the masters who had played a part in it would doubtless
have been proud indeed of the ability of their student to orga-
nize their ideas, to refine them, and to develop them further.

The article created a sensation among the intelligentsia of
France. “The congratulations and encouragements arrived in
a steady stream from Paris to Mugron. The ice was broken.”*?
One of those letters was from Dunoyer, whom we have
already mentioned. Another was from Michel Chevalier who,
because of his importance to this study, will be treated in a
separate chapter.

For better or worse, the name and ideas of Bastiat now be-
longed to the nation. The long years of study and contempla-
tion at Mugron were soon to end, and Bastiat was to take his
place among the leading figures in the France of his time.



3

Economic and
Social Harmonies

In the preceding chapter on Bastiat’s intellectual background,
a few fragments of his general philosophy on the economic
and social harmonies of mankind were encountered. Bastiat
was convinced that his major contribution was here. It wasn’t;
as I noted in the introduction, his most original and challeng-
ing contribution to the social sciences rests on his theories
and ideas concerning the source, purpose, and organization of
government. While I shall continue the development of that
thesis later on, logic demands that we first briefly examine
his theories of economic harmony.

Bastiat’s whole life and works were based on this general
theory that the essential interests of men are not antagonistic
but are in harmony. Fortunately, in the introduction to his
major work, he made this statement: “It would be nonsense
for me to say that socialists have never advanced a truth, and
that economists [those who advocate a free market] have
never supported an error.” For as we shall see, Bastiat’s
major point in his Economic Harmonies—his theory and defi-
nition of value of which he was so proud—is now generally
held to be not merely wrong but somewhat pointless. That
fact, of course, neither confirms nor denies the soundness of
his fundamental principle that the interests of mankind are
essentially harmonious and can best be realized in a free so-
ciety where government confines its actions merely to sup-
pressing the robbers, murderers, falsifiers, and others who
wish to live at the expense of their fellow men.

29
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The first economic harmony that Bastiat illustrated was the
idea that as the capital employed in a nation increases, the
share of the resulting production going to the workers tends
to increase both in percentage and in total amount. The share
going to the owners of the capital tends to increase in total
amount but to decrease percentagewise. Bastiat used hypo-
thetical figures merely to indicate the direction of this rela-
tionship that occurs when capital accumulation increases,
with its resulting increase in production.

To owners To employees
per per
Units cent units cent units
‘When total national product is 50 20 10 80 40
When total national product is 75 15 12 85 63
‘When total national product is 100 14 14 86 86

That theory was offered primarily to refute the gloomy
“iron law of wages” advanced by Ricardo. Bastiat thought
that it also answered Malthus’ equally horrible prediction
that an increasing population must necessarily face starva-
tion. Bastiat recognized the fact that, in this division of na-
tional income, the amounts and percentages going to capital
and labor would, for a variety of reasons, vary widely from
industry to industry, from country to country, and from time
to time. But he was quite positive that the tendency would be
in the direction indicated by his figures for the nation that
encouraged the private accumulation of capital.

This trend that Bastiat predicted in the division of the total
production of the nation is just what did happen under in-
creased capital formation in the United States and other
countries that more or less follow the concepts of a market
economy.

Bastiat based his theory on the supposition that new tools
and new methods are generally more productive than older
tools and former methods, and that competition tends to cause
most of the resulting benefits to be passed along in higher
wages or lower prices, or both. In either instance, real wages
are thereby increased. Like many of his predecessors, Bastiat
also noted that interest on capital is likely to decline as capi-
tal becomes more plentiful. (History does not record the first
person who discovered this primary law of supply and de-
mand.) At any rate, the verdict of the twentieth century to
date refutes the gloomy predictions of Ricardo and Malthus.
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Their central theme—which at a later date was first called
“the iron law of wages” by the socialist Ferdinand Lassalle—
is that wages always tend toward the lowest level needed to
sustain the required working force at a minimum standard of
health. Bastiat’s optimistic theory that real wages tend to
rise constantly in a free market is more in accord with reality.

Thus, according to Bastiat, the interests of capital and labor
are harmonious, not antagonistic. Each is dependent on the
other. Both gain by working harmoniously together to in-
crease both capital and production, even though the em-
ployees tend to get the lion’s share of the increased produc-
tion. Governmental interference in the long run will injure
the interests of both owners and workers, but most especially
the workers.

In his Harmonies, Bastiat naturally covered the subjects
of competition and exchange. Neither of those is discussed
here, however, because his essential ideas on those subjects
will appear in the following chapter on free trade.

In his major work, Bastiat discussed the ‘“harmony of
capital” in almost every chapter, and from various viewpoints.
His treatment of the subject is, by far, the most convincing
part of his book. While it is doubtless correct to observe that
Bastiat contributed nothing new to the actual theory of cap-
ital, it is perhaps equally correct to suggest that his presenta-
tion and development of several facets of the subject are
superior to those of his predecessors and teachers—Smith,
Say, and others.

We have already noted one of his ‘“harmonies of capital”
above. Here is another. If the market is free, said Bastiat, no
one can accumulate capital (excluding gifts) unless he ren-
ders a service to someone else. The people who have the
capital (including the person who has only one dollar) won’t
part with it unless they are offered a product or service that
they value “as highly as” the capital. In reality, said Bastiat,
capital is always put at the service of other people who do
not own it, and it is always used to satisfy a desire (good or
bad) that other people want satisfied. In that important sense,
all capital is truly owned in common by the entire commu-
nity—and the greater the accumulation of capital, the more
its benefits are shared in common.

“Here is a worker whose daily wage is four francs. With
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two of them, he can purchase a pair of stockings. If he alone
had to manufacture those stockings completely—from the
growing of the cotton to the transporting of it to the factory
and to the spinning of the threads into material of the proper
quality and shape—I suspect that he would never accomplish
the task in a lifetime.” In his various writings, Bastiat offered
a dozen or so similar stories and parables based on that same
idea of the benefits that come to all from the increasing
division of labor that automatically follows the accumulation
of capital.

Contrary to most of his classical predecessors, Bastiat was
almost totally concerned with the interests of the consumer.
While he wished to render justice to the producer (the capi-
talist and the entrepreneur), he seemed concerned with him
only in passing. Perhaps that can be explained by the fact
that the socialists of Bastiat’s day were in the ascendancy—
and Bastiat desired to beat them at their own game by show-~
ing that the workers and consumers (rather than the owners
of capital) are the chief beneficiaries of the private ownership
of the means of production. At any rate, almost every story
and example he used in his entire seven volumes of collected
works was designed to show that the so-called masses are the
ones who profit most from competition, free trade, interest,
profits, rent, capital accumulation, and so on.

" The harmony that Bastiat found in all this was the same
as that demonstrated by Adam Smith and the Physiocrats: In
serving his own selfish interests, the producer has no choice
but to serve first the interests of the consumer, if the market
is free. Each person may be working only to benefit himself,
but, doubtless unknown to himself, he is really working pri-
marily to satisfy the needs and desires of others.

Today in the United States, many persons are trying to dis-
place the word “capitalism” with the word “consumerism.” If
that ever happens, this statement made by Bastiat on his
deathbed will doubtless become better known: “It is neces-
sary to treat economics from the viewpoint of the consumer.
All economic phenomena, whether their effects be good or
bad, must be judged by the advantages and disadvantages
they bring to consumers.” Were Bastiat alive today, he would
be especially pleased with the now-common expression, “The
consumer is king.”

By both observation and reason, Bastiat was led to the con-
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clusion that man tends to satisfy his wants with the least pos-
sible effort, i.e., to get the maximum output from the inputs
of land, labor, and capital. That would seem self-evident, but
Bastiat used that simple axiom to show that a popular way
to satisfy - one’s wants with minimum effort is to vote
for subsidies and protection. Bastiat pointed out the awkward
fact that such a solution is contrary to the wants and actions
of the persons who must pay the resulting higher taxes and
higher prices. This governmental path to satisfying one’s
wants is antagonistic, rather than harmonious, and is thus
self-defeating in the long run. It will result in less than maxi-
mum production by both those who must pay the subsidy and,
eventually, even those who receive it. When the government
interferes, said Bastiat, the natural harmony of the free and
productive market is destroyed, and the people waste their
energies in attempting to win political power in order to ex-
ploit each other. “Everybody wishes to live at the expense of
the state, but they forget that the state lives at the expense
of everybody.”! As noted in chapter one, Bastiat also stated
that idea in another way: “The state is the great fiction by
which everybody tries to live at the expense of everybody
else.”

As one of several examples of this disharmonious and self-
defeating procedure, Bastiat cited the inheritance tax that,
according to him, is based on both greed and envy. He stated
that the ultimate result of such a. tax is to discourage both
saving and production. A father will usually work harder for
the future of his children than for himself, he said. Thus if

there is a law that prevents him from leaving property to his

children, a primary reason for hard work and frugality will
be removed. Bastiat did not specify any particular percentage
that would bring this effect. Apparently, a modest inheritance
tax will not. But the complete aholition of inheritance would
.doubtless prove him right.

Always, Bastiat saw harmony and increasing prosperity
and peace for all people in most of their self-interest activi-
ties—until someone destroys that harmony by a law that
permits one person to live at the expense of another. One of
the admirers of his ideas summed up that basic philosophy in
these words: ‘Bastiat proves convincingly that individual
interests, taken in the aggregate, far from being antagonistic,
aid each other mutually; and that, so far is it from being true
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that the gain of one is necessarily the loss of another, each
individual, each family, each country has an interest in the
prosperity of all others. He shows that, between agriculturist
and manufacturer, capitalist and laborer, producer and con-
sumer, native and foreigner, there is in reality no antagonism,
but, on the contrary, a community of interest; and that, in
order that the natural economic laws should act constantly so
as to produce this result, one thing alone is necessary—
namely, respect for liberty and property.’”2

In his Harmonies, Bastiat felt that he had made a major
contribution to political economy by his definition of value.
He felt that his concept should reconcile the conflicting opin-
ions of all economists—including even the socialists and
communists! He introduced the subject by making a sharp
distinction between utility and value. Under utility, he listed
the sun, water, and undeveloped land. According to him,
none of the gifts of nature have any wvalue—until human
effort has been applied to them. While he specifically rejected
the labor theory of value, he actually endorsed it unknow-
ingly under another name—service, ,

According to Bastiat, service is the source of all value, and
any exchange implies equal value. Water has no value in its
native state. But the building of a well and the hauling of
the water to the consumers (services) have value. And the
purchaser pays for it with equal services, even though it may
be in the intermediate form of money that facilitates the
transferring of past, present, and future services.

Bastiat felt compelled to defend the rightness and justice of
every voluntary exchange. Thus he was most happy with his
idea that the service supplied by the man who accidently dis-
covers a valuable diamond is worth a large price (other ser-
vices) because it saves the purchaser from the effort that is
usually connected with the securing of such a gem.

Bastiat just ignored the fact that the value to the purchaser
would be the same, whether the seller had found the dia-
mond, inherited it, or worked for several years digging it out
of the ground. Thus the value of an article is clearly not
directly related to the “service” supplied by the seller him-
self, and Bastiat’s effort to reconcile that fact with his general
theory led him completely astray.

In his chapters on “Exchange” and “Value,” Bastiat quoted
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two men who clearly (and perhaps first) saw the true rela-
- tionship between exchange and value—and he then scoffed
at both of them. The first was Etienne Bonnot de Condillac,
1714-1780: “From the very fact that an exchange is made, it
follows that there must be a profit for each of the contracting
parties; otherwise the exchange would not take place. Thus
each exchange represents two gains for humanity.”-

The second quotation cited by Bastiat was by Heinrich
Friedrich von Storch, 1766-1835: ‘“Our judgment enables us
to discover the relation that exists between our wants and
- the utility of things. The determination that our judgment
forms upon the utility of things also determines their value.”

Those two statements combined are perhaps the basic con-
cepts of exchange and value later developed so brilliantly by
the “Austrian School” of economists. That is, the value of a
product or service is purely subjective on the part of the
purchaser; neither seller nor buyer will make the exchange
unless each values what he receives more than what he gives
up; there is no automatic relationship between value and the
labor or capital that goes into the product or service; no one
can determine the value of any product or service for another
person; value is determined unit by unit instead of by all
units of a product combined.

Thus Bastiat had full opportunity to make a vital contribu-
tion to economic thought by developing those two ideas ad-
vanced by Condillac and Storch with which he was obviously
familiar. Not only did he miss the opportunity but, worse
still, he specifically denied the validity of their concepts.

Even so, perhaps Bastiat supplies a connecting (but tenu-
ous) link between the French and English classicists with
their objective theory of value and the Austrians with their
subjective theory based on the universal actions of men in
real life. At least, the following series of quotations extracted
from various pages of his Harmonies indicates clearly that he
was thinking in that direction:

“The subject of political economy is MAN. . . . [who is]
endowed with the ability to compare, judge, choose, and act;
which implies that men may form right and wrong judgments,
and make good and bad choices. . . . This faculty, given to
men and to men alone, to work for each other, to transmit
their efforts and to exchange their services through time and
space, with all the infinite and varied combinations thereby
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involved, is precisely what constitutes Economic Science,
identifies its origin, and determines its limits. . . . Political
economy may be defined as the Theory of Exchange. . .. The
objects of political economy [the actions and desires of men
in the exchange of their goods and services] cannot be
weighed or measured. . . . Exchange is necessary in order to
determine value. . . . What one man values may be despised
by another. . . . Economic Science does not possess a standard
that can be used to measure the intensity of desires, efforts,
and satisfactions. .. . We cannot feel the wants and satisfac-
tions of others. ... A man’s happiness and well-being are not
measured by his efforts but by his satisfactions, and this also
holds true for society at large. ... It may happen, and fre-
quently does, that the service we esteem highly is in reality
harmful to us; values depend on the judgments we form of
them. . . . In an exchange society, man seeks to realize value
irrespective of utility. The commodity he produces is seldom
intended to satisfy his own wants, and thus he has little in-
terest in its intrinsic usefulness. It is for the purchaser to
judge that. What concerns the producer is that it should have
maximum value in the market. . . . It is in vain that we at-
tempt to separate choice and responsibility.” _

In addition to the ideas expressed above, Bastiat also devel-
oped in great detail the theory that competition will cause all
of the gifts of nature to become widespread—including, of
course, the ownership of land and all other natural resources.

Like almost all economists of his time, Bastiat was obsessed
with this problem of rent on land. If it could not be justified
and harmonized, he said, then the question asked by the so-
_ cialist Proudhon is correct: “Who is entitled to the rent on

land? Why, of course, the one who made the land. Then who
made it? God. In that case, would-be owner, get off.”

Bastiat’s defense of rent covers many pages, but it adds up
to this: Land rent is justified because the owners of the land
(current and past) have rendered a valuable service. They
have cleared the land, drained it, and made it suitable for
planting. They have paid taxes to have roads built to it. If
the amount of labor and capital that has been expended on
the agricultural lands of France were capitalized, Bastiat
claimed, the current return in the form of rent would be con-
sidered a most unattractive investment today. Therefore, the
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owners of land do not enjoy an unearned income—or, at least,
they would not if the market were free. Bastiat argued that
any “unearned” rent was, like protected prices for manufac-
tured products, the result of governmental interference with
domestic and foreign trade. He also used this same argument
to defend the necessity and justice of a return on capital in
general; all current capital, he said, merely represents past
labor that has been saved and is rendering a service today.

Bastiat claimed that all natural resources (utilities) are
actually shared in common, and that the ‘“owners” of the
natural resources gain their incomes only from services ren-
dered. His intense effort to prove his theory in the area
of land, rent, and value, led to a charge of plagiarism against
him. Here follows the principal evidence on which the charge
was based.

In his Harmonies, Bastiat told the story of a water-carrier
in New York City who had recently become aware of the
theories of the classical economists. Since all of them, accord-
ing to Bastiat, taught that land has an inherent value in itself
that returns an unearned income to the owner, our fictional
water-carrier decided to become a landowner. So he sold his
business and bought 100 acres of land in Arkansas. He didn’t
object to paying the purchase price of one dollar an acre be-
cause the government had already expended that much on it
in the form of surveys, records, roads, police, and such.

The water-carrier cleared his new land, erected buildings,
and planted a crop. But when he harvested his wheat and
took it to the market, the price he was offered (in a free and
competitive economy) covered only the prevailing interest
on the capital he had invested, plus the prevailing wages on
the labor he had expended; he received nothing for the alleged
intrinsic value of the land.

Badly shaken but still convinced that the theory of the
classical economists was correct, he next tried to rent his land
to a tenant and to gain his unearned income in that way. But
the tenant would only pay him a rent that was in harmony
with the return the owner could have gotten if he had in-

vested his capital and labor in something other than land. The

tenant refused to pay him anything at all for the supposed
inherent value of the land itself.

The water-carrier next applied the final test to the theory
of Ricardo. He offered his land for sale. The best price he
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could get, however, was just enough to cover his original
investment, including wages for his labor and the interest he
could have gotten elsewhere for the use of his capital. Thus
the water-carrier (and Bastiat) reached the ¢onclusion that
land can never have an inherent value above the prevailing
rates for wages and for interest on capital in a free market.

That story and others-of a similar nature—plus a discussion
of the principles to be drawn from them—constitute perhaps
one-tenth of Bastiat’s Harmonies. It so happens that the locale
and the statistical base for those stories and citations are
markedly similar to material that had appeared in a book by
the American economist, Henry Charles Carey, published
more than ten years before Bastiat’s book.? Soon after Har-
monies appeared, Carey wrote a letter to the Journal des
Economistes accusing Bastiat of plagiarism. Among other
things, Carey also claimed that he (and he alone) was the
originator of the concept of “service value” advanced by
Bastiat.

As we know from a previous chapter, Bastiat had ex-
pressed the idea for his Harmonies as early as July of 1829—
long before Carey began popularizing the same idea in the
United States. Said Bastiat: “It is pointless to say that the in-
terests of men are in opposition to each other. That is a grave
and antisocial error.” In truth, Harmonies could be called
mostly a development of that single sentence written by Bas-
tiat when he was a young man. And the source of that idea
was, of course, not Carey but Quesnay and the Physiocrat
School. Also, Bastiat’s Harmonies are in perfect accord with
all of his previous work and his known general philosophy.
Finally, as previously mentioned, Dunoyer, in his treatise on
economics in 1830, had advanced this same idea that products
exchange according to the “services” contained in them; and
Bastiat and Dunoyer were colleagues. Thus Carey’s broad
and sweeping charges of plagiarism would appear to be auto-
matically ruled out.

There can be no doubt, however, that Bastiat had read
Carey’s works before he wrote his own book. In fact, he
quoted Carey on this subject of rent in his Harmonies. It is
clear that Bastiat and Carey held markedly similar ideas on
the subjects of value, rent, and the inherent harmony of the
interests of men. It is also clear that Carey, not Bastiat, first
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formulated and published their mutually-held concepts of
rent and “service value.”

In his answer to Carey’s charge of plagiarism, Bastiat read-
ily admitted that he owed considerably more to Carey on the
subject of rent than he had credited in his book. He at-
tempted to justify his neglect by observing that Carey was
notoriously anti-French; and thus if Bastiat had given him
full credit and space, it might have reduced the acceptance
of his book among French readers.

That defense, is, of course, unworthy of consideration.
We can now never know the real truth of the matter. But a
rational supposition based on a study of the available evi-
dence could be this: In the illustrations and citations and,
perhaps, in some of the arguments offered by Carey, Bastiat
saw wonderful proof of what he had long believed and writ-
ten. So he extracted and rewrote them into his own famous
style, giving almost no credit to his source when he should
have given full credit. While his failure to give the customary
credit to Carey is inexcusable, it does not validate the broad
charges of plagiarism.? Finally, as we already know from the
preceding chapter on Bastiat’s long years of study at Mugron
with his friend Coudroy, he sent him a copy of Harmonies
with this inscription: “My dear Felix, I cannot say that this
book is offered by the author, since he is you as much as 1.”
That generous acknowledgment, written several months be-
fore Carey’s charge of plagiarism, is strong proof that the
charge was grossly exaggerated.

Be that as it may, Bastiat concluded his version of the
water-carrier’s story by having him call together all of his
neighboring landowners who had also been frustrated on this
theory of receiving rent for work not done. He suggested that
they form a protective association to campaign for a law to
forbid foreign grain entering Arkansas, and another law to
forbid the cultivation of land not already in use. Then they
could demand a premium for services not rendered! In that
way, and only in that way, said Bastiat, can harmony and
justice be turned into antagonisms and injustice.

‘While Bastiat’s arguments on land rent were doubtless true
in the context presented, his examples were too carefully
selected to prove any overall principle. For it is undeniably
true that land (like other products and services) can and
does vary widely in price for a variety of reasons, and that the
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owner of the land can reap a profit (or suffer a loss) even
though he has done no work at all on it. But, once again, it
does not follow that Bastiat was wrong in imagining that
harmony can be found in the private ownership of land and
the charging of a free market rent for its use.

Bastiat was particularly anxious to refute the gloomy
theories of Ricardo and Malthus in the areas of wages, rent,
population, and starvation: “Optimism has been the charac-
teristic feature of the French school ever since the days of
the Physiocrats even to our own time; the fullest expression of
this is found in Bastiat.”’ He felt that his theory that “labor”
receives an increasing share from additional capital accumu-
lation was an answer to Ricardo on wages and to Malthus on
starvation. He answered Ricardo directly on the subject of
land and rent. Finally, he offered the opinion that if man
were free—truly free—with God’s help he would discover
harmonious ways to keep the population from increasing be-
yond the ability of science to discover new ways to feed it.

Bastiat’s tortured and somewhat pointless theory that value
rests only in services rendered is completely discounted today.
Actually, it never did receive any great acceptance even in his
own country and among his contemporaries.® For that reason,
he has no standing among leading economists as an innovator
or an original thinker in the field of economic theory. Doubt-
less that verdict is justified. But Bastiat’s development of his
central idea of a universal harmony in all areas of human re-
lationships led Gide and Rist to write: “The fundamental
doctrines of [the liberal or optimistic school] were definitely
formulated about the same time, though in very different
fashion of course, in the Principles of Stuart Mill in England
and the Harmonies of Bastiat in France.”” And Stanley Jevons
said that in economics, “the true doctrine may be more or
less clearly traced through the writings of a succession of
great French economists, from Condillac, Baudeau, and Le
Trosne, through J. B. Say, Destutt de Tracy, Storch and
others, down to Bastiat and Courcelle~-Seneuil.”8

Be that as it may, Bastiat’s contribution that is most likely
to influence future students should not be sought for in the
area of pure economics, but in his philosophy of government.
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Bastiat’s Free Trade Principles

It is hardly surprising that the socialists—Proudhon, Blanc,
Lassalle, and various others of that school—condemned Bas-
tiat in the most scathing terms. The primary significance to be
drawn from those denunciations is that the socialists and
communists considered his works and influence important
enough for a full-scale attack. It does seem a bit odd, how-
ever, that economists such as' Cairnes, Sidgwick, Marshall,
and Bohm-Bawerk also completely discounted Bastiat and,
to some extent, even attacked his philosophy. They were of
the definite opinion that he contributed nothing of any real
value to economic science. If they were referring only to
original thinking and discovery, that appraisal is doubtless
correct. And it so happens that, with the exception of the
“service value” idea discussed in the preceding chapter,
Bastiat never claimed to have developed any new and funda-
mental principles of economics. As previously noted in chap-
ter two, he proudly announced his debt to his masters—
Quesnay, Smith, Say, and others. Bastiat’s dependence on the
work of his predecessors in economics (but not in govern-
ment) is clearly evident when we examine the six basic prin-
ciples most often used by him in his works on free trade.

From the discussion of Ba