Frédéric Bastiat
Economist  /  July 19th 2001 
 
A 200-year-old’s libertarian insights remain both relevant and amusing

Rare indeed are economists who use humour to communicate their theories. In the history of economic thought, Frédéric Bastiat, born 200 years ago, stands out as a beacon of light-heartedness, thanks to his brilliant use of satire. Better still, his wit was deployed in defence of liberty and free trade.
Bastiat is best known for an essay in which he petitions parliament on behalf of the candle makers of France. His complaint is against the “ruinous competition of a foreign rival who works under conditions so far superior to our own for production of light that he is flooding the domestic market with it at an incredibly low price.” The rival is the sun. His proposed remedy is the mandatory shuttering of all windows. That, he claims, using all the standard protectionist arguments, will benefit not only the candle industry but also all the industries that supply it. As a compelling statement of the case for free trade, this essay is hard to beat.

During the building of a railway to Paris, it was proposed that there should be a break in the line at Bordeaux because it would help businesses there, such as porters, storage firms and hoteliers. Brilliant, said Bastiat. What better way to boost prosperity in France than to have similar breaks at Angoulême, Poitiers and all intermediate points? “By this means, we shall end by having a railroad composed of a whole series of breaks in the tracks, ie, a negative railroad.” 

Noting the popular view that exports are good and imports bad, Bastiat wondered if the best outcome would be for ships carrying goods between countries to sink, thus creating exports without imports. Debunking the “lump of labour fallacy” before it was even given that label, he suggested that to parcel out the limited amount of work available, people should be required to use only one hand, or even to have a hand chopped off. Missing the irony, France recently imposed a maximum working week of 35 hours a person, hoping to share out available work.

Bastiat also delivered witty one-liners: the state, he said, “is the great fictitious entity by which everyone seeks to live at the expense of everyone else.” He was an early critic of socialism. In “The Law”, a sombre work published shortly before his death in 1850, he described how the state, by identifying with the interests of producers rather than consumers, often came to commit “legal plunder”. The main role of the state, he argued, should be to protect property and liberty.

In “What is seen and what is not seen”, Bastiat asserted the importance of taking into account “opportunity cost”, one of the great insights of economics, long before anybody came up with the jargon. Noting how people often see a silver lining in a bad event, such as a broken window being good for the glazier, he showed how the money paid to repair the window would now be unavailable to spend on other goods. Thus the destruction of the window was bad for the economy as a whole. 

His work remains timely, especially with protectionist tendencies on the rise. France should certainly pay heed to its largely forgotten son. Last month, a ceremony marking Bastiat’s bicentenary in his hometown of Mugron, attended by foreign economists, was disrupted by anti-globalisation protesters. A planned visit to the vineyards of Minervois was cancelled because of violent protests by wine-growers demanding subsidies to compensate them for lower prices due to competition from imported wine. Bastiat would have found this fertile ground for an entertaining pamphlet. Yet perhaps the flourishing of such economic illiteracy more than 150 years after his death is no laughing matter.
