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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 French Free Trade movement
❖ 1844-45 wrote articles & books on tariffs & trade 

which impressed the Paris “Economists” (the 
Guillaumin network)

❖ 1846-48: Libre-Échange magazine, 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)



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 was able to combine in a consistent 
and coherent way the following activities:
❖ activism in the French Free Trade Association (1844-1848) and the 

Friends of Peace Congress (1848-50)
❖ 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)
❖ innovative work on economic and political theory (1848-1850) 



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

❖ inspired a small school of free market 
economics in US in late 19thC

❖ significant influence on rediscovery of 
free market ideas in US post 1945:

❖ 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 Radicalism
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1. his initial radicalisation at a private college with an innovative 
curriculum

2. the social radical, bon-vivant, and non-conformist outsider
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)



1. INITIAL RADICALISATION AT A PRIVATE COLLEGE 
WITH AN INNOVATIVE CURRICULUM
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The Entrance to the Collège de Sorèze
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Radicalization at a Private College, 1814-1818



Uniform of the Students at the Collège de Sorèze 1822-60
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2. THE SOCIAL RADICAL, BON-VIVANT, AND NON-
CONFORMIST OUTSIDER
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Sketch of a Goguette by Honoré Daumier

Drawing of a Goguette run by Women in Paris



Jean-Pierre Béranger, “The Smuggler” 
[Illustration from a book of his songs]



Béranger’s “The Smugglers Song”
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Curse them! Curse them, the Revenue Men!
For we bring happiness and wealth!
The people always toast our health. 
They are indeed our friends.
Yes, everywhere the people are our friends.
Yes, everywhere, everywhere, the people are our friends.

Men busy themselves with trade 
But taxes bar the way.
Let us through! Exchanges will be made,
There will be balance, come what may.
Providence protects us everywhere 
And asks that in return, 
Abundance we will share
So wealth there is to earn.



Singing and Drinking for Liberty: “I was expecting blood 
but it was only wine that was spilt” (5 August 1830)

The Garrison in the city of Bayonne



“I was expecting blood but it was only 
wine that was spilt”
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“The 5th at midnight
I was expecting blood but it was only wine that was spilt. The citadel has 

displayed the tricolor flag. The military containment of the Midi and 
Toulouse has decided that of Bayonne; the regiments down there have 
displayed the flag. ... Thus, it is all over. I plan to leave immediately. I will 
embrace you tomorrow.

This evening we fraternized with the garrison officers. Punch, wine, 
liqueurs and above all, Béranger contributed largely to the festivities. 
Perfect cordiality reigned in this truly patriotic gathering. The officers were 
warmer than we were, in the same way as horses which have escaped are 
more joyful than those that are free.” [CW1, p. 30]



What Bastiat might have dressed like in Mugron
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3. HIS “RHETORIC OF LIBERTY” AND USE OF 
“HARSH” LANGUAGE IN THE ECONOMIC SOPHISMS
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Molière’s Quack Doctors in “The Hypocondriac” (1673)
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I give and grant you
Power and authority to Practice medicine, 
Purge,  Bleed, 
Stab,  Hack, 
Slash,  and Kill 
With impunity 
Throughout the whole world.

Ego, cum isto boneto  Venerabili et doctor, 
Don tibi et concedo  Virtutem et puissanciam 
Medicandi,  
Purgandi,  Seignandi,  
Perçandi, Taillandi, 
Coupandi,  Et occidendi 
Impune per total terram.



Bastiat’s Parody in “Theft by Subsidy” (1846)
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I give to you and I grant
virtue and power
to steal, to plunder 
to filch , to swindle
to defraud
At will, along this whole road 

Dono tibi et concedo
Virtutem et puissantiam 
Volandi, Pillandi 
Derobandi , Filoutandi
Et escroquandi
Impune per totam istam Viam

Honoré Daumier, “Gargantua” (1830)



4. OPPOSITION TO MILITARY SPENDING, WAR, AND 
IMPERIALISM
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The Fortifications of Paris (1841-44): “Thiers’ Wall”
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French Govt. Spending 1849
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French Govt. Revenue 1849

24



The Friends of Peace Congress, Paris (Aug. 1849)
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5. “UTOPIAN” DREAMS OF DRASTICALLY CUTTING 
THE SIZE OF GOVERNMENT
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Sancho Panza the Governor of Barataria
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6. SUPPORT FOR THE REVOLUTION OF FEBRUARY 
1848 AND THE SECOND REPUBLIC
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A Barricade on the rue Saint-Martin, Feb. 1848
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Map showing Barricades erected 
in Paris in June 184830



Pasting political posters on the 
walls of Paris, 184831



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)33



Meissonier, “The Barricade, rue 
de la Mortellerie, June 1848”34



The Socialists 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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7. THE INNOVATIVE THEORETICAL ECONOMIST  I
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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
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“The Seen”: Pres. Obamah “knitting more jobs”
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“The Unseen”: Pres. Obamah “knitting more jobs”
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“The Seen and Unseen”: Pres. Obamah “knitting more jobs”



8. THE THEORIST OF CLASSICAL LIBERAL CLASS 
ANALYSIS
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Honoré Daumier, “Gargantua” (1830)





9. HIS VISION OF LIBERTY AS  
“THE SUM OF ALL FREEDOMS”
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Liberty is made up of political, economic, and social freedoms
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10. OPPONENT OF “THEOCRATIC PLUNDER” BY THE 
CATHOLIC CHURCH
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The People in the Old Regime being plundered by the Crown, 
the Church, and the Law



11. HIS IMPACT ON THE MODERN LIBERTARIAN 
MOVEMENT - CIRCLE BASTIAT IN NYC IN 1950S
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The rediscovery of Bastiat’s work by R.C. Hoiles in 1944
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“Magnificent!” - Rothbard’s annotations of 
Bastiat’s “Theft by Subsidy” (Hoiles edition 1944)51



The Circle Bastiat, NYC 1953-59:  
Ralph Raico, Murray Rothbard, Leonard Liggio, George 

Reisman, Ronald Hamowy, Robert Hessen
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Circle Bastiat Songs: “The State”  
(sung to the tune of "America the 
beautiful")

It's yours to right the great wrong done
Ten thousand years ago,
The Sate, conceived in blood and hate, 
Remains our only foe.
Oh, Circle brothers, Circle brothers,
Victory is nigh,
Come, meet your fate, destroy the 
State,
and raise your banners high.



SOME IRONIES
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The Monument to Bastiat in Mugron  in late 19thC
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The Monument to Bastiat in Mugron  
after WW2
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The rediscovery of Bastiat’s work by R.C. Hoiles in 1944
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