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Quotations to illustrate some Key Ideas of Bastiat
1. Individual Liberty
2. Limited Government & the Rule of Law
3. The Harmony of the Free Market
4. Free Trade & Peace
5. The State & Legal Plunder

1. Individual Liberty: “All Forms of Freedom go Together” (Draft
Preface for Economic Harmonies)

Like you I love all forms of freedom and among these, the one that is the most
universally useful to mankind, the one you enjoy at each moment of the day and in
all of life’s circumstances, is the freedom to work and to trade. I know that mak-
ing things one’s own is the fulcrum of society and even of human life. I know that
trade is intrinsic to property and that to restrict the one is to shake the founda-
tions of the other. I approve of your devoting yourself to the defense of this free-
dom whose triumph will inevitably usher in the reign of international justice and
consequently the extinction of hatred, prejudices between one people and an-
other, and the wars that come in their wake. [p. 318}

I love freedom of trade as much as you do. But is all human progress encapsulated in that
freedom? In the past, your heart beat for the freeing of thought and speech which were still
bound by their university shackles and the laws against free association. You enthusiastically
supported parliamentary reform and the radical division of that sovereignty, which delegates
and controls, from the executive power in all its branches. All forms of freedom go to-
gether. Allideas form a systematic and harmonious whole, and there is not a sin-
gle one whose proof does not serve to demonstrate the truth of the others. But
you act like a mechanic who makes a virtue of explaining an isolated part of a ma-
chine in the smallest detail, not forgetting anything. The temptation is strong to
cry out to him, “Show me the other parts; make them work together; each of
them explains the others. . . . [p. 320}

' "Draft Preface for the Harmonies" (1847), Collected Works. Vol. 1 The Man and the Statesman”
The Correspondence and Articles on Politicsn. Jacques de Guenin, General Editor, David M. Hart,
Academic Editor (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2011).
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2. Limited Government & the Rule of Law : “The People should keep
the Rest for Itself” (“Disastrous Illusions,” Journal des Economistes,
March 1848).2

The school of thought known as the Economist School proposes that all privileges
and monopolies be abolished immediately, all pointless state functionaries be
dismissed immediately, all excessive salaries be reduced immediately. There
should be deep cuts in public expenditure and reorganization of taxes, to remove
all those that bear hard on the things that the people consume, which hamper
their movement and paralyze work. For example, this school asks for city tolls,
the salt tax, the duties on the import of subsistence items and working tools to be
abolished on the spot.

It asks for the word Liberty, which floats on all our banners and which is engraved
on all our buildings, to become the truth at last.

It asks that, after paying the government what is essential for maintaining inter-
nal and external security, repressing fraud, misdemeanors and crime and subsi-
dizing the major works of national utility, THE PEOPLE SHOULD KEEP THE
REST FORITSELF.

It confidently asserts that the more the people contribute to the security of persons and
property, the faster capital will grow.

And that capital will grow even faster if the people are able to keep their earnings for them-
selves instead of handing them over to the state through taxes.

And that rapid capital formation necessarily implies that earnings will rise rapidly, with the
result that the working classes will gradually increase their level of well-being, independence,
enlightenment and dignity.

2“Disastrous Illusions,” Journal des Economistes, March 1848, in Collected Works, vol. 3: Economic
Sophisms and “What is Seen and What is Not Seen” (Liberty Fund, 2013).
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3a. The Harmony of the Free Market: “The Provisioning of Paris”
(Economic Sophisms I, chap. 18).3

On coming to Paris for a visit, I said to myself: Here are a million human beings
who would all die in a few days if supplies of all sorts did not flow into this great
metropolis. It staggers the imagination to try to comprehend the vast multiplicity
of objects that must pass through its gates tomorrow, if its inhabitants are to be
preserved from the horrors of famine, insurrection, and pillage. And yet all are
sleeping peacefully at this moment, without being disturbed for a single instant
by the idea of so frightful a prospect. On the other hand, eighty departments have
worked today, without co-operative planning or mutual arrangements, to keep
Paris supplied. How does each succeeding day manage to bring to this gigantic
market just what is necessary—neither too much nor too little? What, then, is the
resourceful and secret power that governs the amazing regularity of such complicated
movements, a regularity in which everyone has such implicit faith, although his prosperity
and his very life depend upon it? That power is an absolute principle, the principle of free ex-
change. We put our faith in that inner light which Providence has placed in the hearts of all
men, and to which has been entrusted the preservation and the unlimited improvement of
our species, a light we term se/f-interest, which is so illuminating, so constant, and so penetrat-
ing, when it is left free of every hindrance. Where would you be, inhabitants of Parzs, if some
cabinet minister decided to substitute for that power contrivances of his own invention,
however superior we might suppose them to be; if he proposed to subject this prodigious
mechanism to his supreme direction, to take control of all of it into his own hands, to de-
termine by whom, where, how, and under what conditions everything should be produced,
transported, exchanged, and consumed? Although there may be much suffering within your
walls, although misery, despair, and perhaps starvation, cause more tears to flow than your
warmhearted charity can wipe away, it is probable, I dare say it is certain, that the arbitrary
intervention of the government would infinitely multiply this suffering and spread among all
of you the ills that now affect only a small number of your fellow citizens.

s Frédéric Bastiat, Economic Sophisms, trans. Arthur Goddard, introduction by Henry Hazlitt
(Irvington-on-Hudson: Foundation for Economic Education, 1996). First Series, Chapter 18:
There Are No Absolute Principles, pp. 97-98. Accessed from
http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/276/23364/1573686 on 2010-10-12.
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3b. The Harmony of the Free Market: “The Petition of the Candle-
makers” (Economic Sophisms I, chap. 7) .4

A Petition

From the Manufacturers of Candles, Tapers, Lanterns, Candlesticks, Street Lamps, Snuffers,
and Extinguishers, and from the Producers of Tallow, Oil, Resin, Alcohol, and Generally of
Everything Connected with Lighting.

To the Honorable Members of the Chamber of Deputies.
Gentlemen:

You are on the right track. You reject abstract theories and have little regard for abundance
and low prices. You concern yourselves mainly with the fate of the producer. You wish to free
him from foreign competition, that is, to reserve the domestic market for domestic industry:.

We come to offer you a wonderful opportunity for applying your—what shall we call it? Your
theory? No, nothing is more deceptive than theory. Your doctrine? Your system? Your princi-
ple? But you dislike doctrines, you have a horror of systems, and, as for principles, you deny
that there are any in political economy; therefore we shall call it your practice—your prac-
tice without theory and without principle.

We are suffering from the ruinous competition of a foreign rival who apparently works under
conditions so far superior to our own for the production of light that he is flooding the do-
mestic market with it at an incredibly low price; for the moment he appears, our sales cease,
all the consumers turn to him, and a branch of French industry whose ramifications are in-
numerable is all at once reduced to complete stagnation. This rival, which is none other than
the sun, is waging war on us so mercilessly that we suspect he is being stirred up against us
by perfidious Albion (excellent diplomacy nowadays!), particularly because he has for that
haughty island a respect that he does not show for us.

‘We ask you to be so good as to pass a law requiring the closing of all windows,
dormers, skylights, inside and outside shutters, curtains, casements, bull's-eyes,
deadlights, and blinds—in short, all openings, holes, chinks, and fissures through
which the light of the sun is wont to enter houses, to the detriment of the fair in-
dustries with which, we are proud to say, we have endowed the country, a country
that cannot, without betraying ingratitude, abandon us today to so unequal a
combat.

4 Frédéric Bastiat, Economic Sophisms, trans. Arthur Goddard, introduction by Henry Hazlitt
(Irvington-on-Hudson: Foundation for Economic Education, 1996). First Series, Chapter 7:
A Petition. Accessed from http://olllibertyfund.org/title/276/23342 on 2010-10-12.
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3c. The Harmony of the Free Market: “The Broken Window” (What is
Seen & What is Not Seen.).s

In the economic sphere an act, a habit, an institution, a law produces not only one
effect, but a series of effects. Of these effects, the first alone is immediate; it ap-
pears simultaneously with its cause; it is seen. The other effects emerge only sub-
sequently; they are not seen; we are fortunate if we foresee them.

There is only one difference between a bad economist and a good one: the bad economist
confines himself to the visible effect; the good economist takes into account both the effect
that can be seen and those eftects that must be foreseen.

Yet this difference is tremendous; for it almost always happens that when the immediate
consequence is favorable, the later consequences are disastrous, and vice versa. Whence it
follows that the bad economist pursues a small present good that will be followed by a great
evil to come, while the good economist pursues a great good to come, at the risk of a small
present evil...

Suppose that it will cost six francs to repair the damage. If you mean that the accident gives
six francs' worth of encouragement to the aforesaid industry, I agree. I do not contest it in
any way; your reasoning is correct. The glazier will come, do his job, receive six francs, con-
gratulate himself, and bless in his heart the careless child. That is what is seen.

But if, by way of deduction, you conclude, as happens only too often, that it is
good to break windows, that it helps to circulate money, that it results in encour-
aging industry in general, I am obliged to cry out: That will never do! Your theory
stops at what is seen. It does not take account of what is not seen.

It is not seen that, since our citizen has spent six francs for one thing, he will not
be able to spend them for another. It is not seen that if he had not had a window-
pane to replace, he would have replaced, for example, his worn-out shoes or
added another book to his library. In brief, he would have put his six francs to
some use or other for which he will not now have them.

Let us next consider industry in general. The window having been broken, the glass industry
gets six francs' worth of encouragement; that is what is seen.

If the window had not been broken, the shoe industry (or some other) would have received
six francs' worth of encouragement; that is what is not seen.

And if we were to take into consideration what is not seen, because it is a negative factor, as
well as what is seen, because it is a positive factor, we should understand that there is no

5 Frédéric Bastiat, Selected Essays on Political Economy, trans. Seymour Cain, ed. George B. de
Huszar, introduction by F.A. Hayek (Irvington-on-Hudson: Foundation for Economic Edu-
cation, 1995). What is Seen and What is Not Seen. Chapter: 1. The Broken Window. Ac-
cessed from http://olllibertyfund.org/title/956/35427 on 2010-10-12.
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benefit to industry in general or to national employment as a whole, whether windows are
broken or not broken.

4. Free Trade & Peace: “To the Electors of Saint-Sever” (1846).6

You may have heard that I have devoted some energy to the cause of free trade,
and it is easy to see that my efforts are consistent with the fundamental idea that I
have just set forth concerning the natural limits of government authority. As I see
it, anyone who has created a product should have the option of exchanging it, as
well as of using it himself. Exchange is therefore an integral part of the right of
property. Now, we have not instituted and we do not pay government in order to
deprive us of that right, but on the contrary in order to guarantee us that right in
its entirety. None of the government’s encroachments has had more disastrous
consequences, than its encroachment on the exercise of our faculties and on our
freedom to dispose of their products. [p. 360}

Let us suppose that this regime were not forced on us by law, but directly by the
will of the monopolists. Let us suppose that the law left us entirely free to pur-
chase iron from the Belgians or the Swedes, but that the ironmasters had ser-
vants enough to prevent the iron from passing our frontiers and to force us
thereby to purchase from them and at their price. Would we not complain loudly
of oppression and injustice? The injustice would indeed be more obvious; but as
for the economic effects, it cannot be said that they would be any different. After
all, are we any the fatter because those gentlemen have been clever enough to
have carried out by customs officers, and at our expense, that policing of the fron-
tier that we would not tolerate were it carried out at their own expense? [p. 361}

¢ “To the Electors of Saint-Sever” (1846), Collected Works. Vol. 1 The Man and the Statesman”
The Correspondence and Articles on Politics, Jacques de Guenin, General Editor, David M. Hart,
Academic Editor (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2011).

Page 8



5a. The State & Legal Plunder: “Legal and Illegal Plunder” (The
Law).”

I do not use it, as is so often done, in a vague, indeterminate, approximate, or metaphorical
sense; I use it in its precise, scientific sense, as expressing the idea opposed to that of prop-
erty. When property is transferred without the consent of its owner and without
compensation, whether by force or by fraud, from the one who possesses it to
anyone who has not created it, I say that property rights have been violated, that
plunder has been committed. I say that this is precisely what the law is supposed
to suppress always and everywhere. If the law itself commits the act that it is
supposed to suppress, I say that this is still plunder and, as far as society is con-
cerned, plunder of an even graver kind. In this case, however, it is not the one that
profits from the act of plunder who is responsible for it; it is the law, the legislator, society
itself, and it is in this that the political danger consists....

But what kind of plunder did he mean? For there are two kinds. There is extralegal plunder
and legal plunder.

As for extralegal plunder, such as theft or fraud, which is defined, provided for, and punished
by the Penal Code, I do not think that we can, in all truth, decorate it with the name of so-
cialism. It is not this that systematically menaces the foundations of society. Besides, the war
against this type of plunder has not awaited the signal from M. de Montalembert or of M.
Carlier. It has been waged since the beginning of the world; France had provided for it long
before the February Revolution, long before the appearance of socialism, by a whole appara-
tus of courts, police, gendarmes, prisons, dungeons, and gallows. It is the law itself that car-
ries on this war, and what would be desirable, to my mind, is that the law should always
maintain this attitude toward plunder.

But this is not the case. The law sometimes sides with the plunderer. Sometimes it
commits plunder with its own hands, in order to spare the beneficiary shame,
danger, and qualms of conscience. Sometimes it places this whole apparatus of
courts, police, constabularies, and prisons at the service of the plunderer, and
puts the plundered person, when he defends himself, in the prisoners' dock. Ina
word, there is legal plunder, and it is no doubt this that M. de Montalembert is talking
about.

This kind of plunder may be merely an exceptional blemish on a nation's legislation, in
which case, the best thing to do, without too many tirades and jeremiads, is to eliminate it as
soon as possible, despite the outcries of the vested interests. How is it to be recognized?
Very simply. All we have to do is to see whether the law takes from some what belongs to

7 Frédéric Bastiat, Selected Essays on Political Economy, trans. Seymour Cain, ed. George B. de
Huszar, introduction by F.A. Hayek (Irvington-on-Hudson: Foundation for Economic Edu-
cation, 1995). Chapter: 2: The Law. Accessed from http://olllibertyfund.org/title/956/35439 on
2010-10-12.
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them in order to give it to others to whom it does not belong. We must see whether the law
performs, for the profit of one citizen and to the detriment of others, an act which that citi-
zen could not perform himself without being guilty of a crime. Repeal such a law without
delay. It is not only an iniquity in itself; it is a fertile source of iniquities, because it invites
reprisals, and if you do not take care, what begins by being an exception tends to become
general, to multiply itself, and to develop into a veritable system. No doubt the person bene-
fited by the law will raise loud cries of protest; he will invoke his acquired rights. He will say
that the state has an obligation to protect and encourage his industry; he will allege that it is
good that the state should enrich him, because, when he is richer, he spends more and thus
showers wages on the poor workers. Take care not to listen to this sophist, for it is precisely
by the systematic elaboration of these arguments that legal plunder will itself be systema-
tized.

This is, in fact, what has happened. The prevailing illusion of our age is that it is pos-
sible to enrich all classes at the expense of one another—to make plunder univer-
sal under the pretext of organizing it. Now, legal plunder can be committed in an
infinite number of ways; hence, there are an infinite number of plans for organiz-
ing it: tariffs, protection, bonuses, subsidies, incentives, the progressive income
tax, free education, the right to employment, the right to profit, the right to
wages, the right to relief, the right to the tools of production, interest-free credit,
etc., etc. And it is the aggregate of all these plans, in respect to what they have in common,
legal plunder, that goes under the name of socialism...

This question of legal plunder must be decided once for all, and there are only three solu-
tions:

That the few plunder the many.
That everybody plunders everybody else.
That nobody plunders anybody.

Partial plunder, universal plunder, absence of plunder—one must choose. The law can follow
only one of these three possible courses.

Partial plunder is the system that prevailed as long as the electorate was partial, the system
to which some wish to return in order to avoid the invasion of socialism.

Universal plunder is the system with which we have been threatened since the suffrage be-
came universal, the masses having conceived the idea of legislating on the same principle as
the legislators who preceded them.

Absence of plunder is the principle of justice, of peace, of order, of stability, of harmony, of
good sense, which I shall proclaim with all the power (alas! so inadequate) of my lungs, until
my last breath.

And, in all sincerity, can anything more be asked of the law? Can the law, having force as a
necessary sanction, be reasonably employed for anything else than safeguarding the rights of
everyone? I question whether the law may be extended beyond this domain without turning
it, and consequently without turning force, against human rights. And as this is the most dis-
astrous, the most illogical social disturbance imaginable, we must recognize clearly that the
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true solution, so much sought after, of the social problem is comprised in these simple
words: The law is organized justice...

5b. The State & Legal Plunder: Bastiat’s Definition of the State: “The
Great Fiction” (The State).$

Citizens, throughout history two political systems have confronted each other, and both of
them can be supported by good arguments. According to one, the state should do a great
deal, but also it should take a great deal. According to the other, its double action should be
barely perceptible. Between these two systems, one must choose. But as for the third system,
which is a mixture of the two others, and which consists in requiring everything from the
state without giving anything to it, it is chimerical, absurd, childish, contradictory, and dan-
gerous. Those who advance it in order to give themselves the pleasure of accusing all gov-
ernments of impotence and exposing them thus to your violent attacks, flatter and deceive
you, or at least they deceive themselves.

As for us, we think that the state is not and should not be anything else than the
common police force instituted, not to be an instrument of oppression and recip-
rocal plunder, but, on the contrary, to guarantee to each his own and to make jus-
tice and security prevail...

I contend that this personification of the state has been in the past, and will be in
the future, a fertile source of calamities and of revolutions.

Here the public, on the one side, the state on the other, are considered as two dis-
tinct entities, the latter intent on pouring down upon the former, the former hav-
ing the right to claim from the latter, a veritable shower of human felicities. What
must be the inevitable result?

The fact is, the state does not and cannot have one hand only. It has two hands,
one to take and the other to give—in other words, the rough hand and the gentle
hand. The activity of the second is necessarily subordinated to the activity of the first.
Strictly speaking, the state can take and not give. We have seen this happen, and it is to be
explained by the porous and absorbent nature of its hands, which always retain a part, and
sometimes the whole, of what they touch. But what has never been seen, what will never be
seen and cannot even be conceived, is the state giving the public more than it has taken from
it. It is therefore foolish for us to take the humble attitude of beggars when we ask anything
of the state. It is fundamentally impossible for it to confer a particular advantage on some of

$ Frédéric Bastiat, Selected Essays on Political Economy, trans. Seymour Cain, ed. George B. de

Huszar, introduction by F.A. Hayek (Irvington-on-Hudson: Foundation for Economic Edu-
cation, 1995). Chapter: §: The State. Accessed from http://olllibertyfund.org/title/956/35453

on 2010-10-12.
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the individuals who constitute the community without inflicting a greater damage on the

entire community. ...
The state is the great fictitious entity by which everyone seeks to live at the ex-

pense of everyone else. 9
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Le Monument élevé & la mémoire de I'économiste Bastiat sur la place
de Mugron.
(Dessin de M. Bocourt, d’aprés la photographie de M. Soubaigné.)

9Or in LF’s translation: THE STATE is the great fiction by which EVERYONE en-
deavours to live at the expense of EVERYONE ELSE.
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