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"For Love of Laissez-Faire"

By JAMES GRANT

Because nobody else can understand them, modern economists speak to one another. They gossip in algebra and remonstrate in differential calculus. And when the pungently correct mathematical equation doesn't occur to them, they awkwardly fall back on the English language, like a middle-aged American trying to remember his high-school Spanish. The economist Frédéric Bastiat, who lived in the first half of the 19th century, wrote in French, not symbols. But his words—forceful, clear and witty—live to this day.

The name will ring a bell. Like FEMA and the Red Cross, Bastiat is a staple of American disaster reportage. Post-cyclone, -hurricane or –tsunami, some Keynsian Pollyanna will chirp that the rebuilding will stimulate economic growth. Bastiat dealt with this fallacy in an essay published in 1850, the year of his death at the age of 49. Rebuilding does indeed set money flowing, he allowed, and the rebuilders are glad of it. This is what is seen. But purchases that would have been made in the absence of the disaster now will never occur. And that is what is unseen. "That Which Is Seen and That Which Is Not Seen," the title of the clarifying essay, might be the wisest 10 words in economic analysis.

Bastiat's short essays, which he grouped under the title "Economic Sophisms," are beloved by friends of laissez-faire. Late in the 19th century, small-government Democrats quoted him on the floor of the House against the high-tariff schemes of the GOP. The Republicans groaned when they heard Bastiat's name. Unable to answer his arguments against government economic intervention, they charged him with being French.

Familiar though Bastiat's economic writings may be, his letters, until now, have been available only in their original language. "The Man and the Statesman," the first in a projected English-language edition of Bastiat's collected works, encompasses 209 letters as well as a sampler of his political essays and notes and a helpful glossary from the editors (Jacques de Guenin, Jean-Claude Paul-Dejean and David M. Hart). But the letters are the thing. Through them shines the most charming economist you have ever met.
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Born in 1801, in Bayonne, hard by the Spanish border, Bastiat lost both parents by the age of 9. He attended a progressive school but quit before his 18th birthday, without a degree, to help manage the family business. But he made his own university by reading Adam Smith and Jean-Baptiste Say. Better unfettered enterprise and peace than protectionism and war, Bastiat concluded, in accordance with the masters. He cheered the 1830 revolution from which emerged the constitutional monarchy of Louis-Philippe. Confident in the future, Bastiat took a wife, bought property (with her money) and was appointed a justice of the peace. Advocating commercial freedom and economic growth, he began to write for newspapers.

In one of these wonderful letters, Bastiat sets out the qualities of a readable and enduring book. "It has to be short, clear, accurate and as full of feeling as of ideas, all at the same time," he writes, also disclosing his own literary MO. "This means that it must not contain a single word that has not been weighed. It has to be formed, drop by drop like crystal, and in silence and obscurity, also like crystal."

Of silence and obscurity Bastiat had more than enough in his beautiful Pyrenees home. "There is life in Paris only," he insisted, "and one vegetates elsewhere." He arrived in the City of Light in 1844, a hayseed who instantly awed the sophisticates. "What fire, what verve, what conviction, what originality, what winning and witty common sense!" a witness attested of his salon performances. And what courage! Free trade was never the French cup of tea, but Bastiat was determined to import the success of Richard Cobden's crusade against the tariffs that protected the grain-growing British squirearchy (a.k.a., the "corn laws"). 
You get only Bastiat's side of the Bastiat-Cobden correspondence here, but Cobden would have been hard-pressed to match the Frenchman's verve and philosophical range. "I want not so much free trade as the spirit of free trade for my country," Bastiat declared to Cobden in 1847. "Free trade means a little more wealth; the spirit of free trade is a reform of the mind itself, that is to say, the source of all reforms."

Peace and freedom were at the top of Bastiat's agenda, each cause being indispensable to the other, he believed. Statism was his bane. "The dominant notion, the one that has permeated every class of society," he wrote in the wake of the Revolution of 1848, "is that the state is responsible for providing a living for everyone."

"Poor people!" he lamented of the duped French populace in the same tumultuous year. "How much disillusionment is in store for them! It would have been so simple and so just to ease their burden by decreasing their taxes; they want to achieve this through the plentiful bounty of the state and they cannot see that the whole mechanism consists in taking away ten to give it back eight, not to mention the true freedom that will be destroyed in the operation!"

To Bastiat, the way forward was obvious. Unshackle commerce by eliminating protective tariffs; reduce taxes through national disarmament. Why, oh why, Bastiat implored Cobden, would Britain not consent to shrink its provokingly large navy? Then again, Bastiat could understand only so much of the strange tribe that lived across the English Channel. Once, while visiting London, Bastiat had gone looking for Cobden, only to be told that the free-trader was making preparations to visit Manchester. "Preparations," Bastiat reflected, "for an Englishman consist in swallowing a steak and stuffing two shirts into a bag."

There being no doubt what to do, Bastiat pledged his all to the cause of free trade in France. "By word, pen and purse, I will be its man," he vowed in 1845. "If it means legal proceedings, suffering persecution, or braving ridicule, I will be its man. Whatever role I am given, whatever rank I am allocated, on the hustings or in the cabinet, I will be its man." 
He met continual frustrations. He was not rich enough, talented enough or strong enough, Bastiat fretted. Spitting up blood and beset by a chronically sore throat, he took cod liver oil. Finding no relief, he resolved anew to finish his work before he died. Just one more year was all he needed, he wrote in 1847. (He wound up with almost three more years.) Of a friend in Paris in 1848 he asked the name of the "learned pharmacist who has discovered the art of making cod-liver oil palatable." And he added: "I would also love it if this valued alchemist could teach me the secret of producing a pared-down version of political economy; this is a remedy that our sick society is very much in need of, but it refuses to take even the smallest teaspoonful, so repulsive does it find the stuff."

In fact, Bastiat had no need of the services of his imagined alchemist. He himself knew the secret of writing the kind of economics that goes down like ambrosia.

