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 You Lucky Bastiat  
What would become of the glaziers if 

panes of glass were never broken?
Frederick Bastiat, 1850

I MAGINE THERE IS AN UPRISING IN
the streets. Stores, offices, and factories are 
attacked, cars set on fire, windows smashed. 
Or perhaps a war or an unavoidable natural 
disaster: an earthquake or flood, which like- 
wise wreaks havoc on person and property.
   Would this not be considered by any 
rational person an unmitigated calamity, a 
disaster for society—not only in terms of 
the potential for human suffering but also 
due to its inevitable economic cost?
   And yet, destruction from terrorism, war, 
or natural disasters is thought of even by 
many respected modern-day economists as 
a stroke of good fortune, an unexpected 
opportunity to boost the overall economy by 
spending to replace lost infrastructure.

   This seeming paradox was deftly addressed 
by a 19th century French economist named 
Claude-Frédéric Bastiat, in his 1850 essay 
What is Seen and What is Not Seen, using 
his clever ‘Parable of the Broken Windows.’     
   In the parable, bystanders console the 
owner of a building whose windows were 
broken by a careless boy, reminding him 
that the economy will be enriched by the 
need to pay a workman to repair the damage.
   One of Bastiat’s many contributions to 
economic theory, the story is an admonition 
that economic decisions must only be made 
in the context of the ‘bigger picture,’ taking 
into account not only immediate effects but 
also longer term, hidden effects, as well as 
unforeseen, unintended consequences.  
   These include, among other things, the lost 
‘opportunity cost’ of not being able to spend 
the money on something more productive.     



   Born in the south of France in 1801, 
Bastiat was orphaned at the age of 9, and 
raised by his paternal grandfather and aunt.   
At age 17, he began acquiring an interest in 
economics when he left school in order to 
work in his uncle’s export business. But it 
wasn’t until his grandfather died in 1825 
that, by inheriting his estate, he was free to 
pursue his intellectual interests.
   Bastiat first economic treatise appeared in 
1844, and he was elected to the National 
Assembly following the Revolution of 1848. 
 (The Revolution began in France but 
quickly spread throughout Europe, aimed at 
replacing the monarchies with independent, 
democratically organized nation-states.)
   Bastiat asserted that the revolution was 
spurred by rampant political corruption—
with its complex bureaucracy of permits, 
monopolies, and taxation—along with 
protectionism in foreign trade, which 
resulted in the bankruptcy of many firms, 
including one owned by Bastiat’s family.
   Bastiat advocated classical economics as 
presented by Adam Smith, and strongly 
favored a free market, while preserving a 
role for the State in helping the under-
privileged “adjust to changing conditions.” 
His writings would later have a strong 
influence on the so-called Austrian School.
   In Bastiat’s most well known work, titled 
simply The Law (1850), he sets forth a 
system of laws, asserting the right of the 
individual to protect “his person, his liberty, 
and his property” and limiting the power of 
the State primarily to defending this right.   
   Bastiat maintained that if the government 
was permitted to expand its influence further, 
its size and power would quickly grow 
unlimited, and challenged the assumption 
that governments will always use this 
accumulated power to benefit society:

“If the natural tendencies of mankind are so 
bad that it is not safe to permit people to be 
free, how is it that the tendencies of these 
[equally human] organizers are always good? 
…Either fraternity is spontaneous, or it does 
not exist. To decree it is to annihilate it.”
   A lifelong opponent of Socialism, which 
he viewed as unjustly stealing from one 
man in order to benefit another, Bastiat 
famously defined the State as that “great 
fictitious entity by which everyone seeks to 
live at the expense of everyone else.” 
   The ‘Parable of the Broken Windows’ 
was not the only instance where Bastiat 
made use of satirical parables to illustrate 
economic fallacies. In Economic Sophisms, 
he proposed that French candle and tallow 
makers lobby the monarchy to mandate 
blocking out the Sun, in order to prevent its 
unfair competition with their products. 
   Elsewhere in the Sophisms, he offers a 
fictitious petition to the king requesting he 
forbid workers to use their right hand, based 
on the belief by some of Bastiat’s opponents 
that hardship encourages workers to work 
harder, ultimately resulting in greater wealth. 
   In early 1850, Bastiat engaged in a famous, 
acrimonious debate with the anarchist 
Pierre-Joseph Proudhon. At one point 
during the debate, the hotheaded Proudhon 
declared to Bastiat: “You are a man for 
whom logic does not exist. You do not hear 
anything, you do not understand anything…
Your ability to reason is zero. Scientifically, 
Mr. Bastiat, you are a dead man.”
   Ironically, by the end of that year Bastiat 
would indeed be dead at age 49, a victim of 
tuberculosis, epidemic in Europe at the time. 
   But Bastiat’s writings and his economic 
philosophy live on. In our ‘growth at any 
cost’ and GDP-obsessed present, he is 
arguably more relevant now than ever.  ◾


