
12 Introduction 

No attempt will be made here to prove or disprove arguments 
for free trade. The question will rather be of what value to 
governments, in deciding action, are the trade policy theories 
now current. It will be shown that it is not surprising that 
governments, who have to take responsibility for the 
consequences of their actions, do not find the arguments for free 
trade so persuasive as to commit themselves to them without 
thought of retreat. For the purposes of this book that is enough, 
though there are some who might feel that in adopting so 
moderate an objective I am throwing away a handful of aces. 
Trade theory is in bad repute, even among many economists. 
The attempted quantifications of the costs and benefits are 
among the least persuasive parts of the argument. It is the 
liberal economists themselves, starting with Adam Smith, who 
as much as anyone have mined their own arguments and 
muddied them with qualifications. 

I begin Part II of this book by discussing the greatest 
qualification of all, the attempt by modern liberal economists to 
dissociate free trade from laisse;::,-faire. I go on to examine some 
of the more important economic arguments for free trade, 
competition, comparative advantage, gains from trade. I 
question why, if the arguments are so persuasive, liberal 
economists are so ready to accept defeat at times of recession, 
and what is the significance of this capitulation to political 
pressures. I add that to question free trade theory is not the 
same thing as advocating protection. There are as many 
question marks against protectionist theories as there are against 
free trade theories. I examine the principle of non-discrimination 
and the practice of reciprocity, and review their place in the 
economic argument for free trade and in the hierarchy of 
political practicality. Certainly something is left after all the 
conditions and all the compromises that these days modify the 
free trade argument even in the mouths of liberal economists. 
But that residue is at least as much political as economic. And, 
as I show in an examination of the political arguments, even 
they depend very much on the circumstances and, while they 
can be important, have sometimes themselves been exaggerated 
and can cut both ways. 
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