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The Tariff Idea

More than a century ago, Frederic Bastiat, a French
economist and an ardent opponent of protectionism, drew
on Daniel Defoe’s immortal classic, Robinson Crusoe,
to illustrate the evils of trade restrictions:

“You remember how Robinson Crusoe managed
to make a plank when he had no saw.”

“Yes; he felled a tree, and then, cutting the trunk
right and left with his hatchet, he reduced it to the
thickness of a board.”

“And that cost him much labour?”

“Fifteen whole days’ work.”

“And what did he live on during that time?”

“He had provisions.”

“What happened to the hatchet?”

“It was blunted by the work.”

“Yes; but you perhaps do not know this: that at
the moment when Robinson was beginning the work
he perceived a plank thrown by the tide upon the
seashore.”

“Happy accident! He of course ran to appropri-
ate it?”



“That was his first impulse; but he stopped short,
and began to reason thus with himself:

“CIF T get this plank, it will cost me only the trouble
of carrying it, and the time needed to descend and
remmount the cliff. But if [ form a plank with my
hatchet. first of all. it will procure me fifteen days’
employment; then my hatchet will get blunt, which
will furnish me with the additional employment of
sharpening it; then | shall consume my stock of pro-
visions. which will be a third source of employment
in replacing them. Now, labour is wealth. It is clear
that I should ruin myself by getting the plank. T must
protect my personal labour; and. now that | think of
it, I can even increase that labour by throwing back
the plank into the sea.” "

Absurd Reasoning

“But this reasoning was absurd.”

“No doubt. It is nevertheless the reasoning of every
nation which protects itself by prohibition. Tt throws
back the plank which is offered in exchange for a
small amount of labour in order to exert a greater
amount of labour, Even in the labour of the Custom-
house officials it discovers a gain. That gain is repre-
sented by the pains which Robinson takes to render
back to the waves the gift which they had offered him.
Consider the nation as a collective being. and you
will not find between its reasoning and that of Robin-
son an atom of difference.”



“Did Robinson not see that he could devote the
time saved to something else?”

“What elfse?”

“As fong as a man has wants to satisfy and time at
his disposal, there is always something to be done. I
am not bound to specify the kind of labour he would
in such a case undertake.”

“I see clearly what labour he could have escaped.”

“And I maintain that Robinson, with incredible
blindness, confounded the labour with its result, the
end with the means, and | am going to prove to
you ...

“There is no need. Here we have the system of
restricfion or prohibition in its simplest form. If it
appear to you absurd when so put, it is because the
two capacities of producer and consumer are in this
case mixed up in the same individual.”

“Let us pass on, therefore, to a more complicated
cxample.”

“With all my heart. Some time afterwards, Robin-
son having met with Friday, they united their fabour
in a common work. In the morning they hunted for
six hours, and brought home four baskets of game.
In the evening they worked in the garden for six
hours, and obtained four baskets of vegetables.”

A Visiting Foreigner

“One day a canoe touched at the island. A good-
looking foreigner landed, and was admitted to the
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table of our two recluses. He tasted and commended
very much the produce of the garden, and before tak-
ing leave of his entertainers, spoke as follows:

“‘Generous islanders, I inhabit a country where
game is much more plentiful than here, but where
horticulture is quite unknown. It would be an easy
matter to bring you every evening four baskets of
game, if you will give me in exchange two baskets of
vegetables.’

“At these words Robinson and Friday retired to
consult, and the debate that took place is too interest-
ing not to be reported in extenso.

“Friday: What do you think of it?

“Robinson: If we close with the proposal, we are ruined.
“F:. Are you sure of that? Let us consider.

“R: The case is clear. Crushed by competition, our hunt-
ing as a branch of industry is annihilated.

“F. What matters it, if we have the game?

“R: Theory! Tt will no longer be the product of our
labour.

“F: 1 beg your pardon, sir; for in order to have game we
must part with vegetables.

“R: Then, what shall we gain?

“F: The four baskets of game cost us six hours’ work.
The foreigner gives us them in exchange for two baskets
of vegetables, which cost us only three hours’ work. This
places three hours at our disposal.

“R: Say, rather, which are subtracted from our exer-
tions. There is our loss. Labour is wealth, and if we lose
a fourth part of our time we shall be less rich by a fourth.
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“F: You are greatly mistaken, my good friend. We shall
have as much game, and the same quantity of vegetables,
and three hours at our disposal into the bargain. This 18
progress, or there is no such thing in the world.

“R: You lose yourself in generalities! What should we
make of these three hours?

“F: We would do something else.

“R: Ah! I understand you. You cannot come to particu-
lars. Something else, something else—that is easily said.

Alternatives

“F: We can fish, we can ornament our cottage, we can
read the Bible.

“R: Utopia! Is there any certainty that we should do
either the one or the other?

“F: Very well, if we have no wants to satisfy we can
rest. Is repose nothing?

“R: But while we repose we may die of hunger.

“F: My dear friend, you have got into a vicious circle.
I speak of a repose which will subtract nothing from our
supply of game and vegetables. You always forget that
by means of our foreign trade nine hours’ labour will
give us the same quantity of provisions that we obtain at
present with twelve.

“R: Tt is very evident, Friday, that you have not been
educated in Burope, and that you have never read the
Moniteur Industriel. If you had, it would have taught
you this: that all time saved is sheer loss. The important
thing is not to eat or consume, but to work. All that we
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consume, if it is not the direct produce of our labour,
goes for nothing. Do you want to know whether you are
rich? Never consider the enjoyments you obtain, but the
labour you undergo. This is what the Moniteur Industriel
would teach you. For myself, who have no pretensions
to be a theorist, the only thing 1 look at is the loss of
our hunting,

A Strange Idea

“F: What a strange turning upside down of ideas! But . . .
“R: No buts. Moreover, there are political reasons for
rejecting the interested offers of the perfidious foreigner,
“F: Political reasons!

“R: Yes, he only makes us these offers because they are
advantageous to him.

“F: So much the better, since they are for our advan-
tage likewise.

“R: Then by this traffic we should place ourselves in a
situation of dependence upon him.

“F: And he would place himself in dependence on us.
We should have need of his game, and he of our vege-
tables, and we should live on terms of friendship.

“R: System! Do you want me to shut your mouth?

“F: We shall see about that. I have as yet heard no good
reason.

“R: Suppose the foreigner learns to cultivate a garden,
and that his island should prove more fertile than ours.
Do you see the consequence?

“F: Yes; our relations with the foreigner would cease. He
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would take from us no more vegetables, since he could
have them at home with less labour. He would bring us
no more game, since we should have nothing to give him
in exchange, and we should then be in precisely the
situation that you wish us in now.

Fears

“R: Improvident savage! You don't see that after hav-
ing annihilated our hunting by inundating us with game,
he would annihilate our gardening by inundating us with
vegetables.

“F: But this would only last so long as we were in a
situation to give him something else; that is to say, so
long as we found something else which we could produce
with economy of labour for ourselves.

“R: Something else, something else! You always come
back to that. You are at sea, my good friend Friday;
there is nothing practical in your views.

“The debate was long prolonged, and, as often hap-
pens, each remained wedded to his own opinion. But
Robinson possessing a great influence over Friday, his
opinion prevailed, and when the foreigner arrived to
demand a reply, Robinson said to him:

“‘Stranger, in order to induce us to accept your pro-
posal, we must be assured of two things: The first is, that
your island is no better stocked with game than ours, for
we want to fight only with equal weapons. The second is
that you will lose by the bargain. For, as in every ex-
change there is necessarily a gaining and a losing party,
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we should be dupes, if you were not the loser, What have
you got to say?

“ ‘Nothing,” replied the foreigner; and, bursting out
laughing, he regained his canoe.”*

A Present-day Need

Bastiat’s keen analysis of what he called “protection-
ism” is as much needed today as it was then. Contained
in his skillful amplification of Robinson Crusoe are
simple illustrations of most of the arguments for and
against tariffs that have been and are still being used by
the leaders, political and otherwise, of every nation.

Tariffs are only one of the many restrictions to trade
throughout the world. For many years, they were per-
haps the most important restriction; but more recently,
their importance has been overshadowed by such mod-
ern innovations as exchange controls, quotas on imports
and exports, bilateral and multilateral agreements, most-
favored-nation agreements, bulk buying and selling by
nations, fair trade laws, subsidies, national and inter-
national give-away programs, and so on.

Tariffs are discussed here, not because of their cur-
rent importance relative to other restrictions, but because
they have persisted so long in the face of well-reasoned
opposition. It is probable that if the effects of tariffs were

*Frederic Bastiat, Social Fallacies (Santa Ana, Calif.: Register Pub-
lishing Co., Ltd., 1944}, pp. 202-6. Translated by Patrick James
Stirting. (First published in the Jowrnal des Economistes, France,
1844.) Further quotations from Bastiat throughout this study are
from the same book.
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clearly understood, a better understanding of the various
other trade restrictions might evolve because the same
basic fallacies seem to underlie them all. Tariffs are a
form of price control. One who defends tariffs cannot
logically oppose government control of prices and profits,
material allocations, subsidies, and other violations of
the free-market principle.

Agreement among Economists

Professional economists have long been accused of
being unable to agree on the causes and solutions of
major economic problems. However true that accusation
may be, here is a problem on which economists have
been in substantial agreement for 200 years or more.
Textbooks, modern and not-so-modern, have pointed out
repeatedly the harmful effects of tariffs on the well-being
of individuals the world over.

In his widely used college textbook, Economic Analy-
sis, Professor Kenneth E. Boulding says:

“In the face of a hundred and fifty years of denuncia-

tion by the economists, tariffs continue to grow. In

view of the almost universal rejection of his advice
by practical politicians and business men, the econo-
mist perhaps has a duty to explain not only why the
policies which he advocates are right but why they
are unpopular. The explanation follows two lines. The
first is political rather than economic. Governments,
even democratic governments, tend to be swayed by
noisy minorities rather than by silent majorities. Any
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particular tariff, in the short run—which is all prac-
tical people ever care about—will benefit a particu-
lar industry. This industry is relatively small, usually
well organized, acutely conscious of its possible gains,
and vocal. The tariff will injure all the rest of us. But
everybody is nobody. The rest of us are diffuse, un-
organized, unconscious of our common interest, and
silent. It is small wonder that we are so little re-
garded.”*
Why is it, then, that tariffs persist? Is it because they
are a political issue? Is it because the imposing of
tariffs is subject to pressure-group action by strong
minorities? Or is it, perhaps, because we who are most
affected by tariffs do not understand them and thus do
not look after our own interests?

Tariffs and Political Parties

There can be no doubt that at times tariffs have been
associated with politics. At one time, the question of
tariffs was considered to be the major point of differ-
ence between the two great political parties of this
nation. One was called the “high tariff” party and the
other the “low tariff” party. But today if you were to ask
the younger voters of the nation which party was which,
it is doubtful whether many could answer correctly.

In economic problems as well as in all others, truth—
once it is widely recognized—will prevail. And once

*Kenneth E. Boulding, Fconomic Analysis (New York: Harper &
Brothers, 1941), p. 347.
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there is sufficient understanding of tariffs, this restric-
tion to trade will be eliminated.

Iet us approach the study of tariffs with the assump-
tion that protectionists have a sincere belief in tariffs,
not simply a selfish interest. As Bastiat said: “The doc-
trine of protection is too popular not to be sincere.” If
this be true—and I believe it is for the most part—then
a convincing explanation of the fallacy of the tariff idea
will permanently remove that particular restriction
against trade.

In preparation for a constderation of the tariff prob-
lem, let us discuss seven basic assumptions to which
practically everyone will agree. It may seem unnecessary
to do this since these assumptions are so generally ac-
cepted; but the advocates of tariffs, while perhaps agree-
ing to these assumptions, often violate them in their
defense of tariffs and other trade restrictions.

1. The Right to Own Property

Ask any cross section of people in this country if
they believe in an individual’s right to own property,
and an overwhelming majority will say: “Why, of
course!” This belief is so commonly accepted as a part
of our way of life that it is seldom questioned. Yet in
actual practice, the principle underlying the belief is
constantly violated.

The free exchange of goods and services between in-
dividuals depends on the idea that a person has the
right to own property. If a person has the right to own
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property, it follows that he has the right to use or dis-
pose of his property as he wishes, so long as he does
not infringe on the same right of others.*

2. Doing Things the Easy Way

Man attempts to satisfy his desires with the least pos-
sible effort—a worthy trait indeed, so long as he does
not tread on the equal right of others to do the same.
This is the principle of conservation as applied to human
effort—and it is the basis of all progress.

In satisfying his desires, modern man is constantly
exchanging goods and services with other men. In mak-
ing these exchanges, his urge is always to obtain some-
thing which he values more highly than what he gives up.

A certain primitive man may have discovered that
he was very clever at catching small game and that at
the end of the day he had more than enough for his
family’s needs. But he was a terrible fisherman, and
after fishing all day he had little to show for his efforts.
His neighbor may have been an able fisherman but a
poor hunter. So the one who was poor at fishing dis-
covered that he could trade half a day’s hunt for many
more fish than he could catch in half a day. A trade
was made, and both men benefited. This may have been
the beginning of the Age of Specialization—man simply
trying to satisfy his desires with the least possible effort.

*For a more complete discussion of this subject, see: F. A, Harper,
Gaining the Free Market (Irvington-on-Hudson, N. Y.: Foundation
for Economic Education, Inc., 1952).
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But this trait in man’s nature sometimes leads to
trouble. Some men think that the easiest way to satisfy
their wants is to steal from others. And perhaps this
would be so except for one thing: The victims resent it.
In most societies, of course, stealing is considered to be
a violation of the basic codes of conduct, ethics, and
morality; it is a violation of our first assumption, a person
has the right to own property. If stealing is considered
wrong in a society, it is natural that laws be passed to
punish thieves.

Legalized Theft

Through the years, some men have discovered how
to satisfy their wants at the expense of others without
being accused of theft: They ask their government to do
the stealing for them.

This method of trying to get something for nothing
has spread all over the world in recent years. Tt is simply
a perverted expression of man’s laziness-—of his desire
to satisfy his wants with the least possible effort on his
part.

Most people tend to forget the moral arguments
against stealing; they forget the basis of morality and
look to statutory law as the guide. This is the way in
which men have come to use government to pervert the
law into an instrument of the tyranny it was designed to
suppress. The solution requires a restatement of the code
of ethics and a reapplication of the moral codes long
known by men.
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3. Scarcity versus Abundance

The material welfare of an individual, a family, a
group, or a nation is determined by the amount of goods
and services at its disposal. A nation, like an individual,
cannot consume what it does not have. Thus, the ma-
terial level of living which the people of a nation enjoy
is measured by their production—plus or minus inter-
national gifts.

The American family has more material things than
has the Chinese or Indian or Russian family because the
American worker produces more. The reasons for this
greater productivity—capital accumulation, private own-
ership, tools, etc.—are fairly well known and are not a
part of this story. The point we are trying to establish
here is that high-level consumption is based on high-
level production and exchange—on abundance, not on
scarcity.

True enough, the scarcity theory of economics has been
and is being advocated in America and elsewhere. The
difficulty seems to arise when money is confused with
things. As producers, some groups discover that by making
an article scarce they can increase its price. This is, of
course, true; and the idea is embodied in all sorts of
schemes to curb production—featherbedding, licensing
all kinds of business, limiting the hours of work and the
number of bricks 2 mason may lay in a day, restricting
the width of paint brushes, maintaining the number of
firemen on a diesel locomotive, and so on and on. Not
long ago, we were told that this nation could become
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