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Online Library of Liberty: <oll.libertyfund.org>
Summary of the Bastiat Project: <oll.libertyfund.org/pages/bastiat-project-summary>

http://oll.libertyfund.org
http://oll.libertyfund.org/pages/bastiat-project-summary


The Collected Works of Frédéric Bastiat, 6 vols.
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The Collected Works of Frédéric Bastiat. In Six Volumes 
(Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2011-), General Editor 
Jacques de Guenin. Academic Editor Dr. David M. Hart. 
Translation Editor Dennis O’Keeffe.
❖ Vol. 1: The Man and the Statesman. The 

Correspondence and Articles on Politics
❖ Vol. 2: "The Law," "The State," and Other Political 

Writings, 1843-1850
❖ Vol. 3: Economic Sophisms and "What is Seen and 

What is Not Seen"
❖ Vol. 4: Miscellaneous Works on Economics
❖ Vol. 5: Economic Harmonies
❖ Vol. 6: The Struggle Against Protectionism: The 

English and French Free-Trade Movements
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A Brief  Survey of Bastiat’s Life & Work
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❖ FB born June 30, 1801 in Bayonne, Dept. of Les 
Landes, region of Aquitaine in SW France

❖ gentleman farmer and local magistrate until 1845
❖ 1842 discovered Cobden’s Anti-Corn Law League 

and wanted to build a French Free Trade movement
❖ 1844-45 wrote articles & books on tariffs & free trade 

which impressed the Paris Economists (the 
Guillaumin network)

❖ 1846-48: edited Libre-Échange magazine, wrote  
Economic Sophisms

❖ 1848: involved in Feb. Revolution, street journalism, 
elected to Const. Assembly, VP Finance Committee

❖ 1848 to mid-1850: ideological and political battle 
against socialism, pamphlet war: The Law, The State, 
Property and Plunder, WSWNS

❖ 1850 unfinished treatise on economics: Economic 
Harmonies

❖ died 24 Dec. 1850 from throat cancer

Frédéric Bastiat  (1801-1850)
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The Town Square in Mugron (late 19thC postcard)
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What Bastiat might have worn in Mugron  
(checking on the tenant farmers)
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The Fortifications of Paris (1841-44): “Thiers’ Wall”
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A Bird’s Eye View of Paris (1852) - “Babylon”



One of the new “department stores” in Paris



What Bastiat accomplished in 7 Years (1844-50)
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FB emerged from obscurity in 1844 (aged 43) and over the next 7 years had 
an extraordinary career and wrote nearly 1 million words before his 
untimely death from throat cancer. He engaged in the following activities:
❖ activism in the French Free Trade Association (1844-1848) and the 

Friends of Peace Congress (1848-50)
❖ economic journalism in which he exposed the economic fallacies used 

to defend protectionism and govt. interventionism in the economy 
❖ election to political office during a revolution (1848-1850)
❖ anti-socialist pamphleteer - "Petits Pamphlets"
❖ innovative work on economic and political theory (1848-1850) 



The Activist and Journalist
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❖ organised large public meetings across the country to 
promote free trade and peace (1846-49), at which he also 
gave major speeches

❖ was a brilliant stylist and polemicist against 
protectionism, government intervention by both 
conservatives and socialists, high military spending, and 
conscription for the large standing army

❖ wrote 72 Economic Sophisms (1846-48), two collections of 
which appeared in his lifetime, which cemented his 
reputation as perhaps the greatest economic journalist 
and populariser of economic ideas who has ever lived

❖ during the revolution he wrote a series of 16 powerful 
anti-socialist pamphlets (1848-50) such as "The 
State" (June 1848) and "The Law" (June 1850)
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Declaration of 
Principles (May 1846)
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“DECLARATION OF PRINCIPLES OF THE FREE 
TRADE ASSOCIATION” (10 May, 1846)

At the moment of uniting in defense of a great 
cause, the undersigned feel the need to set out their 
belief, to proclaim the aim, the limit, the means, 
and the spirit of their association.

TRADE is a natural right, just as PROPERTY is. 
Any citizen who has created or acquired a product 
has to have the option of either using it himself 
immediately or of selling it to someone anywhere 
in the world who agrees to give him in exchange 
an object he wants. To deprive him of this 
opportunity when he has done nothing that is 
contrary to public order and decent behavior, and 
solely in order to satisfy the convenience of some 
other citizen, is legitimizing plunder and 
offending the law of justice.

It is also violating the conditions for maintaining 
order, for what form of order can exist within a 
society in which each industry, with the assistance 
of the law and public force, is able to seek success 
in the oppression of everyone else!
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FB’s free trade 
speeches (1846-47)



The Friends of Peace Congress, Paris (Aug. 1849)
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The Politician
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❖ a courageous man of classical liberal principle in the 
1848 Revolution who was caught between the socialist 
“left” and the conservative “right”

❖ street journalism in February & June 1848 handing out his 
own newspapers to the workers and rioters, sometimes 
under fire from the army

❖ elected a Deputy in April 1848 and May 1849 representing 
his region of Les Landes

❖ elected vice-president of the National Assembly’s 
Finance Committee where he struggled to cut taxes and 
government spending, and balance the budget

❖ gave speeches in the Chamber opposing high taxes on 
ordinary people (salt, stamps, alcohol) and high military 
spending; and supporting the right of workers to form 
unions and to start their own businesses



A Barricade on the rue Saint-Martin, Feb. 1848
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Map showing Barricades erected 
in Paris in June 184822



Pasting political posters on the 
walls of Paris, 184823



The first page of the 1st issue of Jacques 
Bonhomme (11-15 June, 1848).

Mottos at masthead:  
“la vie à bon marché” (Life at low prices),   

“Peuples, formez une Sainte-Alliance, Et donnez-
vous la main." (Béranger) (People (of the world), 
join hands and unite to form a Holy Alliance!).
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First version of Bastiat’s essay “The State” 
in Jacques Bonhomme (11-15 June, 1848)25



The Socialists (Louis Blanc’s supporters) invade the Chamber 
of Deputies 15 May 1848
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Detail of Louis Blanc carried on supporter’s shoulders
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The Innovative Political & Economic Theorist
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❖ many "Austrian" and "Public Choice" insights 
into economic theory which were decades ahead 
of their time

❖ lectures on economics to law students in late 1847  
became the book Economic Harmonies (1850, 
1851) in which he challenged numerous 
fundamental tenets of classical economics (rent, 
value, Malthusianism)

❖ a radical analysis of the State as an instrument of 
the exploitation of ordinary people by privileged 
elites (legal plunder); he planned to write another 
treatise on the History of Plunder*which would 
be a radical classical liberal theory of class and 
exploitation



THE INNOVATIVE THEORETICAL ECONOMIST  I

29

General economic insights:
•idea of opportunity cost (seen and unseen)
•a new theory of rent (nothing special about land). 
•the rejection of Malthusian limits to population growth. 
•the interconnectedness of all economic activity (“ricochet effect”).
•idea of caeteris paribus (all other things being equal)
•his theory of the “economic sociology” of the State. 
•the quantification of the impact of economic events (“double incidence of loss”). 



THE INNOVATIVE THEORETICAL ECONOMIST II
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Austrian economic insights:
•his methodological individualism; idea of abstract theory of human action  (“Crusoe economics”). 
•ideas about subjective value theory
•the idea of “spontaneous” or “harmonious” order (the feeding of Paris)
•unintended consequences of govt. intervention
•the knowledge problem of central/govt. planning 
•the interdependence or interconnectedness of all economic activity (“I, Carpenter” in EH)
•the transmission of economic information through the economy; flows of knowledge via prices?? 

(hydraulic metaphors)

Public Choice economic insights:
•self-interest of bureaucrats and politicians
•state provides benefits for vested interest groups
•Malthusian limit to growth of state power
•activity of parties/factions/coalitions disrupt democracy



Bastiat’s Impact on Others (France)
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❖ profound impact on the 19thC French CL 
movement; his books remained in print 
throughout this period

❖ key member of “Guillaumin network”
❖ sparkling wit at two liberal salons in Paris 

(Cheuvreux and Say)
❖ one of a group of radical innovators in economic 

theory active in Paris in the late 1840s: 
❖ Charles Coquelin (free banking), 
❖ Gustave de Molinari (private provision of all 

public goods), 
❖ Urbain Guillaumin (entrepreneur of ideas) 
❖ "The Four Musketeers of French Political 

Economy"

Alexandre Dumas (père) (1802-1870), 
Les Trois Mousquetaires (1844)



Bastiat’s Impact on Others (America)
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❖ inspired a small school of free 
market economics in US in late 
19thC; free trade groups in 
Chicago and NYC

❖ significant influence on 
rediscovery of free market 
ideas in US post 1945:
❖ R.C. Hoiles (1878-1970) 

Freedom Newspapers
❖ Leonard E. Read 

(1898-1983) FEE
❖ Henry Hazlitt (1894-1993) 

WSJ, NYT
❖ Murray N. Rothbard 

(1926-1995), Bastiat Circle 
in NYC, Mises Institute

❖ Pres. Ronald Reagan 
(1911-2004)

❖ Ron Paul (1935-)



Bastiat’s Personal and Intellectual Radicalism

33

1. his initial radicalisation at a private college with an innovative curriculum
2. the social radical, bon-vivant, and non-conformist outsider (part of the 

group of “Seven Musketeers”)
3. his “rhetoric of liberty” and use of “harsh” language in the economic 

sophisms to popularise free market ideas
4. his opposition to military spending, war, and imperialism
5. his “utopian” dreams of drastically cutting the size of government (his 

“ultra-minimalist” theory of the state) 
6. his support for the Revolution of February 1848 and the democracy and 

republicanism of the Second Republic
7. the innovative theoretical economist who was years ahead of his time
8. the theorist of classical liberal class analysis (legal plunder)
9. his understanding of Liberty as “the sum of all freedoms” (political, 

economic, social)
10. the opponent of “theocratic plunder” by the Catholic Church
11. his impact on the modern libertarian movement - Circle Bastiat in NYC in 

1950s (Rothbard, Liggio, Raico)
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