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About the Author:
Bastiat was born in Bayonne, Aquitaine, France. When he was nine years old, he was 
orphaned and became a ward of his father’s parents. At age seventeen he left  school 
to become more involved with his family’s business as an exporter. When Bastiat was 
twenty-fi ve, his grandfather and benefactor died, leaving the young man the family estate 
and providing him with the means to further his own theoretical inquiries. His areas of 
intellectual interest were diverse, including philosophy, history, politics, religion, travel, 
poetry, and political economy.

His public career as an economist began only in 1844, and was cut short by his death in 
1850. Bastiat had contracted tuberculosis, probably during his tours throughout France 
to promote his ideas, and that illness eventually prevented him from making further 
speeches (particularly at the legislative assembly to which he was elected in 1848 and 
1849) and took his life. Bastiat died in Rome on 24 December 1850.

Inside Economics is a publication of the Nebraska Council on Economic Education, a not-for-profi t organization founded in 1963 to promote 
and improve economic literacy in Nebraska schools. We feel that an understanding  of key economic concepts is vital for all  citizens in order to live, 
work and make informed decisions in our modern economy. We sponsor and conduct high-quality pre-service, in-service and post-graduate courses 
designed to provide an understanding of important economic concepts to K – 12 teachers throughout Nebraska, so that teachers can then bring these 
concepts to their classrooms. Topics covered include monetary policy, taxation, spending, infl ation, the environment, growth, conservation, trade 
and energy, to name a few.

To the Honourable Members of the Chamber of 
Deputies.

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

We come to off er you a wonderful opportunity for 
your -- what shall we call it? Your theory? No, noth-
ing is more deceptive than theory. Your doctrine? 
Your system? Your principle? But you dislike doc-
trines, you have a horror of systems, as for principles, 
you deny that there are any in political economy; 
therefore we shall call it your practice -- your practice 
without theory and without principle. 

We are suff ering from the ruinous competition of a 
rival who apparently works under conditions so far 

Introduction

In the 1840’s a French economist named Fredric Bastiat forever 
changed how people would understand economics.  For this 
quarter’s “Inside Economics” we proudly present his Petition on 
Behalf of Candlestick Makers.  It’s not clear whether or not he 
ever actually sent it to the French Government but we do know 
it makes for great reading and wonderful commentary.  

Prosperity is the natural consequence of economic growth, but 
economic growth is not natural.  In order for a city, state or 
country to grow, the right social institutions have to be in place.  
Property rights must be secure, competitive markets must 
fl ourish, entrepreneurs must be encouraged, and people must be 
equal before the law.  When laws are used to weaken property 
rights, stifl e competition, discourage entrepreneurs or favor one 
person over another, the natural consequence is poverty.

I hope you enjoy this article: It’s funny, timely and teaches us we 
should be worried about more than just making candle makers 
rich.

-- Dr. Roger B. Butters, President

A Petition
From the Manufacturues of Candles, Tapers, Lanterns, Sticks, Street Lamps, 

Snuff ers, and Extinguishers, and from Producers of Tallow, Oil, Resin, Alcohol, 
and Generally of Everything Connected with Lighting.  



Inside Economics, the Nebraska Council on Economic Education, www.nebraskacouncil.org.

Support Economic Education

We depend on donations from private individuals, foundations and businesses 
interested in education and community support to fund our important mission of 
economic education for teachers and their students. With your support we can advance 
education and help students make informed decisions in our modern economy.  You 
can mail your tax deductible donation to:

   Nebraska Council on Economic Education
   University of Nebraska - Lincoln
   339 College of Business Administration
   Lincoln, Nebraska 68588

Or, you can donate with a credit card online at www.nebraskacouncil.org. Click on 
”Support the Council.”

The Nebraska Council on Economic Education is a 501 (c)(3) organization.

superior to our own for the production 
of light that he is fl ooding the domes-
tic 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 ramifi cations are innumerable is 
all at once reduced to complete stagna-
tion. Th is rival, which is none other than 
the sun, is waging war on us so merci-
lessly we suspect he is being stirred up 
against us by perfi dious Albion (excel-
lent diplomacy nowadays!), particularly 
because he has for that haughty island a 
respect that he does not show for us [1]. 

We ask you to be so good as to pass a 
law requiring the closing of all win-
dows, dormers, skylights, inside and 
outside shutters, curtains, casements, 
bull’s-eyes, deadlights, and blinds -- in 
short, all openings, holes, chinks, and 
fi ssures through which the light of the 
sun is wont to enter houses, to the det-
riment of the fair industries 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. 

Be good enough, honourable deputies, 
to take our request seriously, and do 
not reject it without at least hearing the 
reasons that we have to advance in its 
support. 

First, if you shut off  as much as possible 
all access to natural light, and thereby 
create a need for artifi cial light, what in-
dustry in France will not ultimately be 
encouraged? 

If France consumes more tallow, there 
will have to be more cattle and sheep, 

and, consequently, we shall see an in-
crease in cleared fi elds, meat, wool, 
leather, and especially manure, the ba-
sis of all agricultural wealth. 

If France consumes more oil, we shall 
see an expansion in the cultivation 
of the poppy, the olive, and rapeseed. 
Th ese rich yet soil-exhausting plants 
will come at just the right time to enable 
us to put to profi table use the increased 
fertility that the breeding of cattle will 
impart to the land. 

Our moors will be covered with resin-
ous trees. Numerous swarms of bees 
will gather from our mountains the 
perfumed treasures that today waste 
their fragrance, like the fl owers from 
which they emanate. Th us, there is not 
one branch of agriculture that would 
not undergo a great expansion. 

Th e same holds true of shipping. Th ou-
sands of vessels will engage in whal-
ing, and in a short time we shall have 
a fl eet capable of upholding the honour 
of France and of gratifying the patriotic 
aspirations of the undersigned petition-
ers, chandlers, etc. 

But what shall we say of the speciali-
ties of Parisian manufacture? Hence-
forth you will behold gilding, bronze, 
and crystal in candlesticks, in lamps, in 
chandeliers, in candelabra sparkling in 
spacious emporia compared with which 

those of today are but stalls. 

Th ere is no needy resin-collector on 
the heights of his sand dunes, no poor 
miner in the depths of his black pit, 
who will not receive higher wages and 
enjoy increased prosperity. 

It needs but a little refl ection, gentlemen, 
to be convinced that there is perhaps 
not one Frenchman, from the wealthy 
stockholder of the Anzin Company to 
the humblest vendor of matches, whose 
condition would not be improved by 
the success of our petition. 

We anticipate your objections, gentle-
men; but there is not a single one of 
them that you have not picked up from 
the musty old books of the advocates of 
free trade. We defy you to utter a word 
against us that will not instantly re-
bound against yourselves and the prin-
ciple behind all your policy. 

Will you tell us that, though we may 
gain by this protection, France will not 
gain at all, because the consumer will 
bear the expense? 

We have our answer ready: 

You no longer have the right to invoke 
the interests of the consumer. You have 
sacrifi ced him whenever you have 
found his interests opposed to those of 
the producer. You have done so in order 
to encourage industry and to increase 
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employment. For the same reason you 
ought to do so this time too. 

Indeed, you yourselves have anticipated 
this objection. When told that the con-
sumer has a stake in the free entry of 
iron, coal, sesame, wheat, and textiles, 
``Yes,’’ you reply, ``but the producer 
has a stake in their exclusion.’’ Very 
well, surely if consumers have a stake in 
the admission of natural light, produc-
ers have a stake in its interdiction. 

“But,’’ you may still say, “the producer 
and the consumer are one and the same 
person. If the manufacturer profi ts by 
protection, he will make the farmer 
prosperous. Contrariwise, if agriculture 
is prosperous, it will open markets for 
manufactured goods.’’ Very well, If you 
grant us a monopoly over the produc-
tion of lighting during the day, fi rst of 
all we shall buy large amounts of tallow, 
charcoal, oil, resin, wax, alcohol, silver, 
iron, bronze, and crystal, to supply our 
industry; and, moreover, we and our 
numerous suppliers, having become 
rich, will consume a great deal and 
spread prosperity into all areas of do-
mestic industry. 

Will you say that the light of the sun is a 
gratuitous gift  of Nature, and that to re-
ject such gift s would be to reject wealth 
itself under the pretext of encouraging 
the means of acquiring it? 

But if you take this position, you strike 
a mortal blow at your own policy; re-
member that up to now you have al-
ways excluded foreign goods because 
and in proportion as they approximate 
gratuitous gift s. You have only half as 
good a reason for complying with the 
demands of other monopolists as you 
have for granting our petition, which 
is in complete accord with your es-
tablished policy; and to reject our de-
mands precisely because they are better 

founded than anyone else’s would be 
tantamount to accepting the equation: 
+ x + = -; in other words, it would be to 
heap absurdity upon absurdity. 

Labour and Nature collaborate in vary-
ing proportions, depending upon the 
country and the climate, in the produc-
tion of a commodity. Th e part that Na-
ture contributes is always free of charge; 
it is the part contributed by human la-
bour that constitutes value and is paid 
for. 

If an orange from Lisbon sells for half the 
price of an orange from Paris, it is be-
cause the natural heat of the sun, which 
is, of course, free of charge, does for the 
former what the latter owes to artifi cial 
heating, which necessarily has to be paid 
for in the market. 

Th us, when an orange reaches us from 
Portugal, one can say that it is given 
to us half free of charge, or, in other 
words, at half price as compared with 
those from Paris. 

Now, it is precisely on the basis of its be-
ing semigratuitous (pardon the word) 
that you maintain it should be barred. 
You ask: “How can French labour with-
stand the competition of foreign labour 
when the former has to do all the work, 
whereas the latter has to do only half, the 
sun taking care of the rest?’’ But if the 
fact that a product is half free of charge 
leads you to exclude it from competi-
tion, how can its being totally free of 
charge induce you to admit it into com-
petition? Either you are not consistent, 
or you should, aft er excluding what is 
half free of charge as harmful to our do-
mestic industry, exclude what is totally 
gratuitous with all the more reason and 
with twice the zeal. 

To take another example: When a 
product -- coal, iron, wheat, or textiles 

-- comes to us from abroad, and when 
we can acquire it for less labour than if 
we produced it ourselves, the diff erence 
is a gratuitous gift  that is conferred up 
on us. Th e size of this gift  is proportion-
ate to the extent of this diff erence. It is 
a quarter, a half, or three-quarters of 
the value of the product if the foreigner 
asks of us only three-quarters, one-half, 
or one-quarter as high a price. It is as 
complete as it can be when the donor, 
like the sun in providing us with light, 
asks nothing from us. Th e question, and 
we pose it formally, is whether what you 
desire for France is the benefi t of con-
sumption free of charge or the alleged 
advantages of onerous production. 
Make your choice, but be logical; for as 
long as you ban, as you do, foreign coal, 
iron, wheat, and textiles, in proportion 
as their price approaches zero, how in-
consistent it would be to admit the light 
of the sun, whose price is zero all day 
long! 
Frédéric Bastiat (1801-1850), Soph-
ismes économiques, 1845

Notes: 
[1] A reference to Britain’s reputation as 
a foggy island. 
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North.   

Please contact us for details on 
upcoming events.
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