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Why Doesn't Everyone Get the Case
for Free Trade?

ree trade is not the natural order of things. We get free

trade—or something approximating it—only when the stars

are lined up just right and the interests behind free trade have
the upper hand both politically and intellectually. But why should
this be so? Doesn’t free trade make us all better off—over the
long run? If free trade is so difficult to achieve, is that because of
narrow self-interest, obscurantism, political failure, or all of these
combined?

It would be easy to associate free trade always with economic
and political progress and protectionism with backwardness and
decline. It would also be misleading, as we saw in the previous
chapter. The real case for trade is subtle and therefore depends
heavily on context. We need to understand not just the economics
of free trade, but also its implications for distributive justice and

social norms.

Trade as Technological Progress

There is no better place to begin than in 1701, with a certain Henry
Martyn. Martyn, a lawyer and Whig loyalist in early eighteenth-
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