
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

ECONOMIC HARMONIES, I 

or, The Miracle of Breakfast 

  



What we hope to explain over the next four lectures on Economic 

Harmonies is the greatest lesson to be learned in economics:  

 

That the interests of mankind are not antagonistic; they do not require 

wars, bloodshed or constant exhortations to sacrifice and self-

sacrifice.  

 

The greatest lesson to be learned in economics is that other human 

beings need neither be a burden nor a threat, but a blessing.  

 

For as Bastiat says, “All men’s impulses, when motivated by 

legitimate self-interest, fall into a harmonious social pattern.” 

 

Let’s start with another story … let’s call it, the miracle of breakfast  



O.Henry (aka William Sydney Porter), from his 1905 short story 

“Hostages to Momus”: 

 

  “There'll never be a perfect 

breakfast eaten until some 

man grows arms long 

enough to stretch down to 

New Orleans for his coffee 

and over to Norfolk for his 

rolls, and reaches up to 

Vermont and digs a slice of 

butter out of a spring-

house, and then turns over 

a beehive close to a white 

clover patch out in Indiana 

for the rest. Then he'd come 

pretty close to making a 

meal on the amber that the 

gods eat on Mount 

Olympia…. 



“Man stands at all times in need of the cooperation and 

assistance of great multitudes, while his whole life is 

scarce sufficient to gain the friendship of a few persons…  

Man has almost constant occasion for the help of his 

brethren, and it is in vain for him to expect it from their 

benevolence only. He will be more likely to prevail if he 

can interest their self-love in their favour… 

 

It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, 

or the baker, that we can expect our dinner, but from their 

regard to their own interest.  We address ourselves not to 

their humanity but to their self-love… 

 

…[B]y directing that industry in such a manner as its 

produce may be of greatest value, he intends only his own 

gain, and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by an 

invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his 

intention…. 

 

By pursuing his own interest he frequently promotes that 

of the society more effectually than when he really 

intends to promote it.”   

 

[Emphasis mine] 

 
 

 

 

Adam Smith from his 

Wealth of Nations, 1776: 

 

 

 

  



“Smith begins by asking two 

very large questions: How is 

wealth produced, and how is it 

distributed? 

 

[His] answers—“division of 

labour” and “mind your own 

business”… 

P.J O’Rourke summarising the entirety of Smith’s Wealth of Nations 

in two sentences: 

 
   



  

 

Frederic Bastiat, “Paris Gets 

Fed”: 

 
  

On coming to Paris for a visit, I said to myself: Here are a 

million human beings who would  all  die  in  a  few  days  if  

supplies  of  all  sorts  did  not  flow  into  this  great metropolis.  
 

It staggers the imagination to try to comprehend the vast 

multiplicity of objects  that  must  pass  through  its  gates  

tomorrow,  if  its  inhabitants  are  to  be preserved  from  the  

horrors  of  famine,  insurrection,  and  pillage.  And yet all are 

sleeping peacefully at this moment, without being disturbed for 

a single instant by the idea of so frightful a  prospect.   
 

On the other hand, eighty departments have worked today, 

without cooperative planning or mutual arrangements, to keep 

Paris supplied.   
 

How  does  each  succeeding  day  manage  to  bring  to  this  

gigantic  market just  what  is  necessary—neither  too  much  

nor  too  little?  What,  then,  is  the resourceful  and  secret  

power  that  governs  the  amazing  regularity  of  such 

complicated  movements,  a  regularity  in  which  everyone  has  

such  implicit  faith, although his prosperity and his very life 

depend upon it?   
 

That  power  is  an  absolute  principle,  the  principle  of  free  

exchange.  We  put  our  faith  in  that  inner  light  which 

Providence has placed in the hearts of all men, and to which has 

been entrusted the preservation  and  the  unlimited  

improvement  of  our  species,  a  light  we  term  self-interest… 
 



That there is some kind of 

order, consistency and 

constancy, in social life is 

obvious. If there were not, 

none of us would be able to 

go about his affairs or satisfy 

his most elementary wants…  

Such an order involving 

adjustment of circumstances, 

knowledge of which is 

dispersed among a great 

many people, cannot be 

established by central 

direction. 

So what explains the Miracle of Breakfast?  
 

Bastiat’s conclusion in three points: 

 Free exchange 

 Self-interest 

 Spontaneous order 
 

Or in one idea: 

 

“That the legitimate interests of mankind are essentially 

harmonious.” 
 

Or in other words:  

 That human interests do not require acts of sacrifice…  

 That bettering the condition of one person does not 

necessitate the worsening of someone else’s…  

 That one person’s wealth does not necessitate another 

person’s poverty…. 

 That the creation of wealth requires only that everyone mind 

their own business, and get the hell on with it,  

 That, in Friedrich Hayek’s words, society relies on a 

“spontaneous order” arising out of our voluntary cooperation: 
  



 

 


