The enlightment of Bastiat : 

The Works of French economist Frédéric Bastiat (1801-1850) are a rarity in economics—important, rich, profound, and exceptionally readable. Bastiat was often derided as a second-rate economist because he wrote mostly pamphlets. That perception was wrong. His pamphleteer’s mind enabled him to point to not-so-obvious truths. In fact, he predicted issues that would emerge more than a century after his death, including deficits for government-run Social Security programs. In many ways, reading Bastiat is essential for those who seek to develop their critical faculties in the fields of economics and law. 

Bastiat systematized the study of unintended consequences—or “perverse effects”—of protectionist policies. Thus, he made an early contribution to the field of cost-benefit analysis. Politicians and advocates of protectionist policies tend to use rhetoric that considers only one side of economic reality. For example, they argue that protecting a local industry will only bring benefits in the form of jobs saved—“that which is seen.” 

For example, in Bastiat’s “broken window” allegory, a boy breaks a store window. The public sees a boon to the glazier who replaces the window, without considering the costs imposed on the shop owner—costs that take up money which the shop owner could have used to buy things other than the window.    
Bastiat urged his readers to look at the other side of each economic transaction—“that which is not seen.” What about the cost for consumers, whose purchasing power is reduced by having to pay higher prices? What about the jobs destroyed? What about the impact on foreign producers who are also clients of other local industries? A good economist should always strive to foresee “that which is not seen.” 

Bastiat thus stood on the side of the consumer against the protectionist demagoguery of both politicians and producers. 
He also stood on the side of taxpayers. In his classic pamphlet, “The State,” he anticipated, a century before it happened, the rise of redistributive democracy that would emerge in the late 1950s and early 1960s. 

In “The Law,” Bastiat demonstrated the true nature of the law—a concept radically different from the modern idea of law as whatever a legislature produces. Bastiat did not start from a “positivist” tradition, but instead sought to place the foundation of Law in human nature. Law is discovered, not made. Just as one cannot alter the laws of physics when building a house, one cannot create laws that go against the very nature of social cooperation, without sowing chaos. 

The recognition of both the moral and economic functions of property, as a condition for human liberty and flourishing, is the basis of this humanist legal vision. Unlike many economists today, Bastiat understood the profound links between the “economic,” “legal” and “moral”—thus his insistence on the concept of personal responsibility.

Bastiat was no mere pamphleteer. He displayed a clear and consistent vision that animated his social and economic critiques. His works are an essential contribution to a humanistic view of society.
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