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Abstract
Some recent trade decisions, such as the U.S.’s imposition of protectionist meas-
ures against China, have attracted fervent popular support as well as outrage. Critics 
of these trade policies argue that they fail to promote society’s own interests. This 
paper catalogues the different ways that trade decisions can hinder and facilitate a 
society’s pursuit of social justice. I adopt a simple description of trade liberalization: 
a society forgoes the use of certain policy options (such as tariffs), in order to pur-
sue greater economic productivity through increased trade flows. Using this simple 
descriptive account, the paper identifies two pathways for a society’s trade policies 
to shape its pursuit of social justice. First, greater economic productivity improves a 
society’s capacities to realize justice, especially distributive justice. I will argue that 
the value of greater economic capacities depends upon the society’s existing capaci-
ties and its inclinations to pursue justice. When a society has greater capacities and 
fails to extend their benefits to its worse-off citizens, these citizens have more seri-
ous grounds for complaint. Second, a society forgoes certain policy options when it 
liberalizes trade, and some of these options may be instrumentally valuable or even 
necessary for the society’s pursuit of justice. I will argue that, under non-ideal con-
ditions, it can be desirable for a society to limit its own policy space so it cannot fea-
sibly select policies that are unjust. Certain protectionist policies have taken on the 
expressive meaning that some groups are inferior in social and moral status.
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Introduction

Recent trade decisions have attracted fervent popular support and outrage, such as 
the U.S.’s imposition of tariffs against China and the U.K.’s plan to exit the E.U.’s 
Customs Union and Single Market. Critics argue that these policies set back the 
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interests of the society raising its own barriers to trade. One approach to engaging in 
the public debate over these policies is to provide information about the economic 
benefits of trade. According to this approach, citizens support trade protectionism 
because they tend to be ignorant about the economic benefits of trade liberalization 
for themselves personally and for society as a whole (Rho and Tomz 2017). How-
ever, public opinion research indicates that supporters of trade restrictions tend to 
express concerns about their own group’s declining social status and their percep-
tion that trade has a negative impact on society (Mansfield and Mutz 2009; Margalit 
2012). To engage with this form of opposition to trade liberalization, it is necessary 
to assess the overall interests of society and the importance of maintaining particular 
groups’ social status. Contributions to public debate over a society’s trade policy 
should explain what is at stake for the society in its decisions, taking account of both 
the economic implications and the social implications people care about.

This paper catalogues the different ways that a society’s trade policy decisions 
can hinder and facilitate its pursuit of justice. I do not deny that a society’s trade pol-
icies can set back non-compatriots’ interests. Nor do I deny the ethical importance 
of these interests. However, public debate over trade policy is largely restricted to 
concern over society’s interests and the claims of domestic groups.1 Moreover, much 
of the literature on the ethics of trade does not take up the question of what a soci-
ety should do with respect to its unilateral trade policies and its decisions to enter 
into or withdraw from bilateral and regional trade agreements.2 The most extensive 
philosophical literature on trade is concerned with the global trading system and its 
governance by the World Trade Organization (WTO).3 Some of the aforementioned 
trade policies are clearly permitted within WTO rules, such as the U.K.’s plan to 
leave the E.U.’s Single Market and Customs Union. Other trade policies have dubi-
ous legality, such as the U.S.’s imposition of tariffs and other restrictions upon Chi-
nese exports. This paper takes up the question of whether a society ought to adopt 
these policies in the first place, from the perspective of its own pursuit of social 
justice.

I adopt a simple description of how a society engages in trade liberalization. A 
society forgoes the use of certain policy options (such as tariffs) in order to pur-
sue greater economic productivity through increased trade flows. This describes a 
society’s decision to enter into a bilateral or regional trade agreement, and it also 

1 Survey evidence (Ehrlich 2018; Bastiaens and Postnikov 2019) indicates that a minority of the public 
in the U.S. and in Europe has concern for the impact of trade agreements on labor standards and environ-
mental conditions in foreign countries.
2 Prominent existing views on trade policy from the perspective of social justice include Tesón (2012) 
and Risse (2007). See James (2012, pp. 203–246), Christensen (2018, pp. 63–90), and Risse and Wol-
lner (2019, pp. 202–231) for discussion of domestic distributional and social issues within their broader 
arguments about what justice demands with respect to trade. For arguments that a society should adopt 
trade policies out of concern for the justice and legitimacy of its foreign trading partners, see Barry and 
Reddy (2008) for a proposal for conditional trade liberalization and Wenar (2015) for a proposal to use 
economic sanctions.
3 Pogge (2008) argues that the WTO imposes harms on poor countries by denying them the benefits of 
trade liberalization. By contrast, some political theorists have expressed concern that a weakened multi-
lateral trading system will worsen the prospects for global justice and justice in trade specifically (Moe-
llendorf 2005; Brandi 2014; Risse 2017; Risse and Wollner 2019, pp. 139–156).
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describes its unilateral reduction of its own barriers to trade. Using this simple 
description, this paper will identify two main pathways for a society’s trade policies 
to have an impact on its pursuit of social justice. First, greater economic productivity 
improves a society’s capacities to realize justice, especially distributive justice. I will 
argue that the value of these greater economic capacities depends upon the society’s 
existing capacities for justice and its inclinations to pursue justice. When a society 
has greater capacities and fails to extend them for the benefit of its disadvantaged 
citizens, these citizens have more serious grounds for complaint. Second, a society 
forgoes certain policy options when it liberalizes trade, and some of these options 
may be instrumentally valuable or even necessary for the society’s pursuit of justice. 
Under non-ideal conditions, however, I will argue that a society has a reason to limit 
its own policy space so it cannot feasibly select policies that are unjust. For instance, 
certain protectionist policies have taken on the expressive meaning that some groups 
are inferior in social and moral status.

In short, the paper argues that a society has good reason to adopt trade policies 
that will address the reasons for its own deficiencies of social justice. A society has 
good reason to refrain from adopting trade policies that exacerbate its failures of 
social justice. These principles do not produce all-things-considered judgments 
about whether justice requires a society to liberalize trade or restrict trade. This 
would require an assessment of the importance of social justice in comparison to 
global justice, and the importance of social justice (defined independently from 
trade) in comparison to trade justice.4 The paper proceeds as follows. First, I pre-
sent a simple description of trade liberalization and explain how it differs from other 
accounts that have been used in normative arguments. Second, I argue that greater 
economic productivity can help or hinder the pursuit of social justice, with particu-
lar attention to distributional issues. Finally, I argue that limiting a society’s policy 
space also may be a help or hindrance to its pursuit of justice, with particular atten-
tion to the society’s status hierarchy and its expressive meanings.

A Simple Description of a Society’s Trade Liberalization

Here I will explain and defend the paper’s use of a simple description of a society’s 
actions to liberalize trade. The description is: a society forgoes the use of certain 
policy options (such as tariffs) in pursuit of greater economic productivity through 
increased trade flows. I describe a society as a solitary decision-maker that acts on 
the basis of assumptions about how other actors will behave. Global trade necessar-
ily involves actors beyond a single society’s borders, including foreign individuals, 
foreign firms, and foreign states. In response to the society’s liberalization of trade, 

4 The former comparison is beyond the scope of this paper’s argument. The latter comparison is not 
needed for its purposes, insofar as there is overlap between trade-independent ideas of social justice and 
trade justice. In support of the view that these two ideas of justice have considerable overlap, Risse and 
Wollner write, ‘Domestic justice eclipses trade justice to the extent that trade justice concerns domestic 
matters’ (2019, p. 69).
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it is assumed that individuals and firms will respond by engaging in more global 
economic exchanges. Other states are assumed to grant some degree of permission 
for their own citizens and firms to exchange goods and services across their borders 
with the society’s own citizens and firms. I will argue that my simple description is 
useful for the purposes of evaluating the impact of a society’s trade policy decisions 
on its pursuit of social justice. To defend my use of the simple description, I con-
trast it with an account of trade policy as a joint enterprise among societies and an 
account of trade liberalization as a society’s removal of its protectionist laws.

Aaron James’ (2012) argument for fairness in trade provides a description of 
trade as a joint enterprise amongst societies.5 James describes trade as a practice of 
‘mutual market reliance’, in which states provide reciprocal assurances. One of the 
most important assurances they provide one another is that they will refrain from 
engaging in ‘beggar thy neighbor’ protectionism. Economists Kyle Bagwell and 
Robert Staiger have identified certain conditions under which a state could maxi-
mize its national income at others’ expense through the strategic use of protection-
ism (Bagwell and Staiger 2002).6 Theoretically, a large state could restrict imports 
in order to alter the global terms of trade in its favor, meaning that the society pays 
less for its imports and it receives higher prices for its exports. This would increase 
the society’s national income beyond what it would enjoy as a result of reciprocal 
liberalization with its trading partners. The global trading system allows each soci-
ety to provide assurance to its trading partners that it will forgo the use of certain 
policy options (such as tariffs and other trade restrictions) that would increase its 
own economic benefits at their expense. The society’s trading partners reciprocate 
these assurances by forgoing the use of these same policy options for themselves.

James’ description of trade as a practice among states appears to challenge my 
simple description. James claims it would be ‘imprudent’ for a society to open its 
markets without evidence of other societies’ firm commitments to mutual gains over 
the long haul, in case the benefits the society receives from trade are insufficient 
to offset the various losses that can result from free trade (2012, p. 59).7 Initially, 
it might appear that endorsing James’ definition implies a rejection of my simple 
description, on the grounds that it is implausibly risky for a state to liberalize trade 
without assurances from other societies about their responses. However, given that 
there is a global trading system providing a background framework of rules and 
mutual assurances, it is not imprudent for a state to make unilateral decisions on the 
basis of assumptions about how other states are likely to respond. The WTO per-
mits states to unilaterally lower their barriers to trade with developing countries and 
it permits states to enter into bilateral and regional preferential trade agreements, 

7 James notes the potential losses include unfavorable changes in the terms of trade, loss of tariff rev-
enues, adjustment costs (including displacements to workers), and other losses from foreign countries’ 
beggar thy neighbor policies (2012, p. 56).

5 The descriptive account of trade as a joint enterprise, or ‘practice’, is an essential premise of James’ 
normative argument that countries have claims to fair shares of the gains from global trade.
6 James endorses Bagwell and Staiger’s explanation of the origins of the WTO’s predecessor, the Gen-
eral Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), and the current function of the multilateral trading system 
(2012, pp. 35–75).
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which leaves states with considerable scope for decision-making about their trade 
policies.

In addition, there are cases of trade for which it is especially useful to reason 
about unilateral decision-making. On Bagwell and Staiger’s explanation, the GATT/
WTO was formed as a solution to a cooperation problem among large states that 
each had the capacity to alter the terms of trade in its own favor. Membership in the 
WTO has since expanded to include small and poor states. However, it remains the 
case that only large WTO member states can theoretically engage in ‘beggar thy 
neighbor’ protectionism. Since poor and small WTO member states do not have the 
option to alter the terms of trade in their own favor, they cannot provide other states 
with assurances that they will refrain from making use of an option they do not have. 
Poor and small states can provide assurances that they will not impose other kinds of 
losses upon their trading partners. Nevertheless, they participate in the provision of 
mutual assurances to a more limited extent than rich and large states do with respect 
to one another. It is especially useful to adopt the simple description of a state’s uni-
lateral decisions in cases of trade that involve poor and small states.

Moreover, James’ description of trade as a shared practice is not intended to 
address questions about each state’s decisions, in its own particular circumstances, 
to join or withdraw from trade arrangements. A description of a society’s solitary 
decision-making about trade is necessary to provide James’ account with its origin 
story, specifically, to explain why each society decided to take part in the emerging 
multilateral trading system. More importantly, James’ description is not intended to 
apply to decisions that concern the possible weakening or dissolution of the multi-
lateral trading system.8 If the multilateral trading system significantly weakens or 
dissolves, it will occur through states’ separate decisions to withdraw their support 
or actively dismantle it. In sum, the simple description of a society’s solitary deci-
sions to liberalize trade is useful alongside, and in conjunction with, a definition of 
trade as a shared practice between states.

Fernando Tesón provides a description of solitary decision-making about trade, 
and uses this description to argue that free trade policies are required by justice 
(Tesón 2012; Tesón and Klick 2012). His normative argument for trade liberaliza-
tion is explicitly premised on the theory of comparative advantage.9 On the classical 
theory of comparative advantage, a country can benefit from trade even when its 
trading partner produces all goods at a lower cost. Trade allows the country to spe-
cialize in the production of goods for which it has lower opportunity costs than the 

8 On James’ theory of fairness in trade, states’ participation in trade is presumed to be legitimate. How-
ever, James also argues that global action is needed to achieve structural equity and environmental con-
servation as a condition for global trade to be permitted to persist: ‘So if the cunning of history can-
not soften the current resistant state of political will, a move to autarky could well be morally required’ 
(2012, p. 334).
9 Tesón’s argument is premised upon either the classical theory of comparative advantage or the Heck-
scher-Ohlin theory. Both hold that trade liberalization is in a society’s economic interests. To complete 
his case for trade liberalization, Tesón argues that justice requires a society to pursue its economic inter-
ests through trade.
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other country.10 The theory of comparative advantages indicates that it is in a soci-
ety’s economic interests to liberalize trade, whether this liberalization takes place 
unilaterally or through agreements with other countries.

Tesón defines free trade policies as the opposite of protectionism. A society lib-
eralizes trade by changing its protectionist laws, which Tesón describes as ‘artificial, 
coercive obstacles placed by governments on voluntary transactions across borders’ 
(2012, p. 126). With his co-author Jonathan Klick, Tesón presents two different 
objections that define the category of protectionist laws. First, ‘they coercively redis-
tribute resources in favor of persons who are not deserving beneficiaries under any 
plausible theory of domestic or international justice. Second, protectionist laws have 
objectionable consequences because they undermine economic growth and, in so 
doing, harm persons generally—in particular, the poor’ (2012, p. 217). Thus, trade 
liberalization has two elements. A society liberalizing trade will change its poli-
cies that favor domestic producers, by removing the ‘artificial obstacles’ to interna-
tional market exchanges.11 These changes to protectionist laws will have the effect of 
increasing the society’s economic productivity.

I will make two points against Tesón’s description of trade liberalization as the 
removal of protectionist laws. First, in order to fit Tesón’s description of ‘artifi-
cial, coercive obstacles’, protectionist laws must intervene in international market 
exchanges with an aim to disadvantage foreign producers. But a society can adopt 
policies that have negative effects on foreign producers and the society’s own eco-
nomic productivity, as side effects of its pursuit of its non-economic interests. These 
interests could include, for instance, its national security or its interests in safeguard-
ing public health.12 It is not protectionist to pursue these non-economic interests, 
even through trade policies that have the effect of disadvantaging foreign produc-
ers and reducing the society’s own economic productivity. However, it should count 
as trade liberalization when the society changes these policies in order to pursue 
improvements in its economic productivity through increased trade flows.

Second, Tesón describes trade liberalization with reference to a society that 
makes unilateral changes to its ‘protectionist’ laws. But this definition does not nec-
essarily apply to a society’s decision to liberalize trade by joining a trade agreement 
with other countries. A trade agreement may require a society to change a specific 
policy that, on its own, has no discernible impact on trade flows and the society’s 
economic interests. Other states may have written a prohibition on this policy into 
the terms of the trade agreement for unrelated reasons.13 The specific policy itself 

10 The other country ‘still may import that good if doing so frees up its resources to produce a good in 
which its trading partner has an even greater cost disadvantage’ (Tesón and Klick 2012, p. 225).
11 A tariff is exemplary of a policy that favors domestic producers. A tariff requires consumers to pay a 
tax on goods from foreign producers, but not domestic producers.
12 Tesón includes ‘sanitary rules’ and ‘national security requirements’ on his list of possible forms for 
protectionist laws (2012, p. 126). It will only be clear in a sub-set of cases that these policies aim to ben-
efit domestic producers, rather than aiming to pursue the society’s interests in public health and national 
security.
13 See Rodrik (2018) on the distance between trade theory and the content of contemporary trade agree-
ments, and for his argument that many of these agreements have greater effects on distributional out-
comes than on efficiency.
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is not ‘protectionist’. Nevertheless, it should count as trade liberalization when the 
society changes this specific policy in order to join a trade agreement that will have 
the overall effect of increasing trade flows and thereby improving the society’s eco-
nomic productivity.

My simple description of trade liberalization applies to a society’s solitary deci-
sions about its barriers to trade and its entry into trade agreements. To liberalize 
trade, a society forgoes the use of policy options that hinder trade flows or that are 
forbidden under the terms of a trade agreement. The latter counts as trade liberaliza-
tion when participating in the trade agreement can be expected to have the overall 
effect of increasing trade flows and economic productivity for that society.14 With 
this simple description, the paper will proceed to catalogue the effects of a society’s 
trade policy decisions on its pursuit of justice, starting with discussion of the value 
of increased economic productivity.

Greater Economic Productivity and a Society’s Pursuit of Distributive 
Justice

Economic productivity refers to a society’s production of goods and services (out-
puts) relative to its use of capital and labor (inputs). This description does not pre-
sume a particular standpoint from which to judge greater productivity to be either 
a source of value or a source of disvalue.15 I will evaluate the value of improving a 
society’s economic productivity from the standpoint of its pursuit of justice. Greater 
economic productivity is valuable primarily when it addresses the economic limita-
tions that hinder a society’s pursuit of distributive justice. Greater productivity can 
exacerbate the society’s deficiencies of distributive justice, when a society excludes 
its worse-off citizens from the benefits of its greater prosperity. For a society decid-
ing whether to liberalize trade, while giving due attention to the decision’s implica-
tions for its pursuit of justice, I argue that it is important for the society to accurately 
self-diagnose why it has not yet achieved justice.16

I begin by supporting my presumption that a society’s trade policy decisions 
are likely to have some impact on its pursuit of distributive justice. Consider the 
U.K.’s plan to withdraw from the E.U.’s Single Market and Customs Union. This 
is a solitary decision that is estimated to have significant and negative effects on 
the national income. According to recent estimates, the decision will unambiguously 

14 My simple description is compatible with the theory of comparative advantage and with increasing 
returns to scale (Krugman 1991), both of the major explanatory theories of how trade increases a soci-
ety’s economic productivity.
15 What counts as a ‘good’ or ‘service’ requires some reference to the idea of satisfying preferences. 
Nevertheless, an economy can produce more goods at lower cost without necessarily performing better 
at satisfying preferences. Welfarist theories of distributive justice should take account of trade liberaliza-
tion’s impact on the satisfaction of consumers’ preferences through their access to a greater diversity of 
goods, in addition to taking account of the impact of trade liberalization upon productivity.
16 See Rose (2019) for an argument that a society does not have a duty of justice to pursue economic 
growth when it already meets requirements for fair distribution.



66 S. C. Goff 

1 3

reduce the U.K.’s rate of economic growth, especially under the scenario of the U.K. 
leaving the Single Market and Customs Union without a trade agreement in place 
with the E.U. Furthermore, as a result of leaving the E.U.’s Single Market and Cus-
toms Union, consumer prices on food and non-alcoholic drinks are predicted to rise 
(Dhingra et al. 2017; Clarke, Serwicka, and Winters 2017). These changes will have 
the greatest impact on the poorest decile of households, because the poorest con-
sumers spend a greater share of their incomes on essentials.

One kind of prediction about this trade policy concerns its impact on the U.K.’s 
economy as a whole. A second kind of prediction concerns its impact on particular 
groups within the U.K. Trade economists take pains to distinguish between these 
two kinds of effects. Trade’s overall effects for a society are distinct from its effects 
on different groups within the society (Dietsch 2017). This distinction is crucial to 
trade economists’ most common defense of trade liberalization. On this defense, 
societies that are dissatisfied with the distributional consequences of trade liberaliza-
tion should use the overall benefits from trade to compensate the ‘losers’, because 
the benefits to society as a whole will exceed the cost of compensating this group.17 
This defense aims to provide critics of trade liberalization, who are concerned about 
its distributional effects for the ‘losers’, with a decisive reason to endorse trade lib-
eralization. Trade liberalization improves the society’s economic capacities to both 
compensate these losers and to pursue its other goals, including the pursuit of dis-
tributive justice that the critics of trade liberalization claim to care about.18

In my view, the economists’ defense of trade liberalization to the critics who care 
about distributive justice is not persuasive. Why would it be valuable for a soci-
ety to have greater capacities for distributive justice, unless the capacities actually 
will be used for those purposes?19 I will now elaborate a more persuasive version 
of the argument. It is valuable to improve a society’s economic capacities when this 
addresses the reasons that the society has failed to realize justice. To explain the 
argument, I will make an artificially sharp contrast between a society that is limited 
only by its capacities and a society limited only by its inclinations. The first society 
lacks the economic capacities to address absolute poverty, which I assume is one of 
the essential requirements of distributive justice.20 It is valuable to improve this first 

17 Trade liberalization is Kaldor-Hicks efficient. This means that trade liberalization produces economic 
gains that could be redistributed in such a way as to make everyone economically better off. However, 
see Rodrik (2018) for the proposal that contemporary trade agreements mostly produce redistributive 
outcomes instead of efficiency gains.
18 Economists tend to refer to a trade-independent concept of distributive justice in which trade is merely 
an instrument for achieving the society’s aims. Some critics of trade liberalization may endorse a trade-
dependent concept of justice. This is a different reason why the economists’ response to their critics may 
fail. Here I am presenting what I take to be the best version of the economists’ argument, as a response to 
those who care about distributive justice as a trade-independent concept.
19 For arguments that the ‘losers’ from free trade must be provided with actual compensation, see 
James (2012, pp. 203–221), Christensen (2018, pp. 63–76), and Risse and Wollner’s argument that trade 
without compensation is ‘incomplete’ (2019, p. 223). The ‘losers’ are defined as the groups who suffer 
employment losses and other displacements or who have been made worse off in a more comprehensive 
sense, specifically as a result of free trade.
20 Absolute poverty can be defined in terms of the means to satisfy basic subsistence needs or other defi-
nitions that do not depend upon direct comparisons to the economic condition of other citizens.
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society’s economic capacities, on the expectation that the society will satisfy duties 
of justice once it is feasible to do so.

The second society has ample economic capacities and weak inclinations to pur-
sue distributive justice. Imagine this society has a certain expenditure level on its 
pursuit of distributive justice—including its financial support for food banks—that 
remains constant over time. Many of the society’s members believe it would be 
inappropriate to provide a greater level of expenditure, on the (false) view that the 
beneficiaries of public financial support are failing to make use of their  opportu-
nities to become self-sufficient. When the society enjoys economic growth in the 
period following its decision to liberalize trade, a falling share of its capacities will 
be expended on its pursuit of distributive justice. The society’s citizens who use 
food banks have more serious grounds for complaint that they have been excluded 
from the benefits of its greater capacities. Improving this society’s economic capaci-
ties through trade liberalization has exacerbated its deficiencies of justice. In sum, I 
have articulated a surprisingly negative version of trade economists’ defense of free 
trade. Trade liberalization is a source of disvalue when it increases the gap between 
what a society can do to satisfy the demands of distributive justice and what the 
society actually does.

There is no identifiable point when it can be conclusively stated that a society has 
not and will not make use of its increased economic capacities to pursue distributive 
justice. There is greater reason to value a society’s improvements in productivity 
when it is more plausible to believe that the society will pursue distributive justice 
in the future. Consider the argument that a society should provide ex post compensa-
tion to workers who have been displaced by trade as a requirement of distributive 
justice. Since there is a necessary gap in time between a society’s decision to liberal-
ize trade and its identification of the displaced workers, it makes sense to value the 
society’s increased economic productivity even when it is not presently being used 
to provide compensation. By contrast, in the case of the second society described 
above trade liberalization has the effect of amplifying the claims of groups which 
are already disadvantaged.21 The society’s ongoing failure to provide distributive 
justice for these groups supports a less hopeful assessment of the likelihood that, in 
the future, the society will use its improved economic productivity for the pursuit 
of distributive justice. There is still a residual reason to value improvements in the 
society’s economic productivity in this case, because economic productivity tends to 
persist over time and it is possible that someday the society will change its predomi-
nant beliefs about self-sufficiency.22

22 A further question is whether it is valuable for the society to have economic capacities to pursue 
justice, in cases when its pursuits prove unsuccessful. For instance, a policy to provide food assistance 
may fail to reach its intended beneficiaries, due to unforeseeable practical problems that could not be 
addressed by a competent government agency. In my view, it is better from the standpoint of social jus-
tice that the society has the economic capacity and inclination to pursue justice, even if its pursuits una-
voidably fail in particular cases.

21 This contrast is not so sharp when there is overlap between the ‘losers’ from trade liberalization and 
already disadvantaged groups. See Christensen’s argument that luck egalitarianism requires workers to 
be compensated for unchosen disadvantages that make them vulnerable to displacement as a result of 
trade (2018, pp. 68–70).
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Some argue that the condition of growth makes a positive contribution to a soci-
ety’s inclination to pursue justice. These arguments refer to social scientific evidence 
that growth has beneficial psychological and social effects on citizens’ tendency to 
take a supportive stance towards social justice. In a growing society, citizens enjoy 
improvements in their own economic condition. As a result of their personal expe-
riences of greater prosperity, citizens are more inclined to make sacrifices for one 
another, as well as to trust and tolerate one another (Galston 2014; Friedman 2006). 
These arguments seem to provide a reason in favor of trade liberalization on the 
grounds that it improves both a society’s economic productivity and its inclination 
to pursue justice.23 However, these arguments identify positive psychological and 
social effects for societies that already broadly share economic benefits amongst 
their citizens. This provides a reason for a distributionally equal society to pursue 
growth, in order to reinforce its citizens’ beneficial inclinations towards justice. It 
also provides a reason for a distributionally unequal society to avoid having its citi-
zens experience stagnation or decline, because this creates a vicious cycle that rein-
forces citizens’ negative inclinations towards justice. However, the argument does 
not provide a reason for an unequal society to pursue growth when its benefits will 
not be broadly shared, because there is no evidence this would improve a society’s 
inclination to pursue distributive justice.

In sum, it is important for a society to accurately self-diagnose the reasons why 
it has not yet achieved distributive justice and whether it is likely to address these 
reasons in the future. To illustrate how a society might approach this self-diagnosis, 
consider again the prediction that the poorest groups in the U.K. will suffer from 
higher food prices as a result of the U.K. leaving the E.U.’s Single Market and Cus-
toms Union. The U.K. is a high-income country and it will remain so, even if it 
suffers some losses to its economic productivity. The U.K. has the economic capac-
ity to fund public expenditures that would fully compensate for higher food prices. 
However, the reductions in its economic productivity would require the country to 
use a higher share of its economic capacities for the pursuit of distributive justice. 
There is reason for doubt that the U.K. will act on a greater inclination to pursue 
distributive justice for its poorest groups in the future. At this point in time prior to 
the U.K. leaving the Single Market and Customs Union, the growing strain on the 
U.K.’s food banks is arguably attributable to the government’s austerity policies and 
its introduction of ‘Universal Credit’, a unified scheme to provide financial support 
to the disabled, unemployed, and low-income families (Alston 2019, pp. 8–13).

This section has interpreted a defense of trade liberalization that values improve-
ments in a society’s economic productivity. On my development of this argument, 
however, it is most persuasive for societies whose pursuit of justice is limited pri-
marily by their capacities. It can support the opposite conclusion for societies whose 
pursuit of justice is limited primarily by their inclinations. If a society does not alter 
its inclinations to pursue justice, trade liberalization that improves its economic pro-
ductivity will result in more ‘wasted’ capacities for the society to realize justice. But 

23 See Gilabert (2009) on ‘dynamic duties’ over time to put in place the conditions under which rights-
claims can be feasibly satisfied.
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it is also true that this same society, if it becomes less economically productive as 
a result of raising its barriers to trade, will avoidably do worse at meeting certain 
non-comparative claims of distributive justice. At the very least, the society requires 
self-knowledge about whether its pursuit of justice is limited more by its economic 
capacities or its own inclinations, and whether the society is likely to change those 
inclinations in the future.

Social Hierarchy and the Expressive Meaning of Policy Choices

This paper describes two pathways for a society’s trade policies to contribute to its 
pursuit of justice, starting with greater economic productivity. Here I catalogue the 
effects from the other pathway. To liberalize trade, a society refrains from the use 
of policy options that are expected to hinder trade flows and thereby reduce its eco-
nomic productivity. For a society pursuing social justice, it could be useful or even 
mandatory for the society to adopt a particular policy that happens to disadvantage 
foreign producers and/or violate the provisions of a trade agreement. It seems that 
a society’s trade decisions pose a straightforward conflict between its pursuit of 
greater economic productivity and its discretion to adopt particular policies required 
by social justice. This section will elaborate on this argument and introduce com-
plications that arise for a society which is not yet fully just. Under non-ideal condi-
tions, it can be desirable for a society to limit its own policy space in a trade agree-
ment, so it cannot feasibly select policies that exacerbate its own injustices.

I begin by supporting my presumption that trade decisions have another pathway, 
apart from considerations of economic productivity, for contributing to a society’s 
pursuit of social justice. Consider the U.S.’s tariffs and other trade restrictions on 
Chinese exports, which have been imposed in stages since the beginning of Don-
ald Trump’s presidency. Several justifications have been offered in support of these 
trade policies. For instance, it has been argued that President Trump’s restrictions 
on steel and aluminium imports from 2018 to 2019 were necessary to protect U.S. 
national security interests. If social justice requires national security, then trade 
restrictions could be necessary for the society’s pursuit of justice, even at significant 
cost to the society’s economic productivity. While the argument does not plausibly 
apply to the U.S.’s restrictions on steel and aluminium imports, it could apply in 
other cases.24 This argument describes a straightforward conflict between a society’s 
pursuit of greater economic productivity and its adoption of policies required by jus-
tice. A different argument in favor of tariffs on Chinese exports is that they protect 
‘good jobs’ for U.S. workers in manufacturing industries. I will elaborate on this 
latter argument.

Before doing so, I will raise a preliminary objection. On this objection, it is sim-
ply wishful thinking that restricting trade could maintain access to good jobs. Jobs 

24 The argument is that national security interests require the U.S. to maintain some level of domestic 
capacity to produce steel and aluminium. This is widely considered an unpersuasive attempt to use the 
GATT/WTO’s national security exemption.
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exist in a market economy because human labor supports processes of production 
and exchange. A protectionist trade policy will undermine the society’s economic 
productivity, and thus reduce the availability of jobs. If a society wishes to increase 
the availability of jobs, it should liberalize trade rather than restricting it. However, 
this objection does not apply if the argument favors restricting trade in order to 
maintain the availability of ‘good jobs’, rather than jobs as such. I will provide a 
full elaboration of the features of a good job shortly. One feature of a good job is 
its wage level. Many societies (both rich and poor) have experienced growing wage 
inequality in recent years, as a result of trade liberalization (Harrison, McLaren, and 
McMillan 2011).25 As a result of trade liberalization, fewer jobs provide the aver-
age (median) wage in a society and more jobs provide either much higher wages or 
much lower wages. If a good job provides the average wage (or higher) in a society, 
trade liberalization may threaten the availability of good jobs even as it increases the 
availability of jobs in general.

Now I can state the general form of the argument. A society has a good reason 
to restrict trade in order to maintain the availability of good jobs, because this is a 
requirement of social justice that can take priority over the society’s prosperity. I 
will elaborate two versions of the argument, with each referring to a different defini-
tion of a ‘good job’. A good job could have a single defining feature, namely, that it 
provides an average wage (or higher). Consider again the aforementioned research 
on wage inequality, with attention to its implications for workers who had once 
received average wages. Some of these workers are much better off as a result of 
trade liberalization, because they have very high wages rather than average wages. 
Another group is much worse off, because they have low wages rather than average 
wages.26 In the U.S., for instance, there have been estimated job losses in local labor 
markets for import-competing manufacturing industries as a result of the ‘shock’ of 
China’s entry into the WTO (Autor, Dorn, and Hanson 2013). If trade restrictions 
could maintain this group’s access to jobs with average wages, this would help the 
society to fulfill some of the requirements of distributive justice.

This argument articulates an idea of distributive justice that endorses a flatter 
gradient of economic inequality across the groups of the worst off, the groups in 
the middle of the distribution (including both the ‘working class’ and the ‘middle 
class’), and the elites. Specifically, it endorses a flatter gradient of inequality by 
increasing the share of the population in the middle of the distribution (Schemmel 
2011). It is not distributional egalitarianism in the sense of aiming to ensure that 
everyone has the same economic resources. It is not a theory of distributive justice 
with absolute priority or a high degree of relative priority for the worst-off groups. 
Indeed, when this idea of distributive justice is used to support trade restrictions, 
it can be criticized on the grounds that it is insensitive to the economic condition 
of the worst off. Trade liberalization would benefit groups without earned incomes 
because it lowers the cost of living, and it would benefit the unemployed because it 
increases the quantity of jobs.

25 This is separate from the effect on the labor market from technological change.
26 On the idea of harm to these workers from trade, see Loriaux (2018).
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One powerful objection to this version of the argument is that trade restrictions 
are an expensive mechanism to satisfy this idea of distributive justice. It is esti-
mated that every job in U.S. manufacturing saved through trade restrictions has cost 
over a hundred thousand dollars in forgone economic benefits (Perry 2017). Fur-
thermore, trade restrictions have their own negative effects on the economic condi-
tion of groups in the middle of the economic distribution, because these groups are 
both workers and consumers. Trade liberalization lowers the cost of living through 
cheaper and better imports. Finally, there are less expensive mechanisms for a soci-
ety to provide access to jobs that pay average wages. Economists typically recom-
mend that societies should have domestic social insurance and employment pro-
grams to provide retraining and other assistance to displaced workers, in order to 
compensate for the effects of trade liberalization. In sum, even if it is plausible that 
justice requires concern for the gradient of economic inequalities, trade restrictions 
are not well supported as a mechanism for satisfying this particular demand of dis-
tributive justice.

Now I will elaborate another version of the argument, using a different defini-
tion of a good job. A good job is a job that provides its occupant with an average 
wage and the social status of a ‘normal’ member of society.27 A society has a rea-
son to maintain the availability of average-waged jobs, even at significant economic 
expense, because these jobs provide their occupants with a social status as well as 
economic benefits. Individuals, groups, and organizations provide many forms of 
favorable social treatment to the occupants of good jobs. For instance, in many soci-
eties, a person with a good job enjoys favorable treatment as a ‘normally’ suitable 
candidate as a romantic partner, particularly for marriage. The expressive meaning 
of beneficial treatment, in this form as well as others, tends to concern the job occu-
pant’s moral status. Often the meaning is that the occupant has dignity and moral 
worth, and her contributions to her society are recognized (Jütten 2017; Sayer 2016). 
When a worker loses a job with an average wage, she has lost income and the secu-
rity of her status position as a normal member of society.28 In societies that express 
negative valuations of the occupants of lower-status positions, such as contempt, the 
loss of an average-waged job can be accompanied by a dramatic decline in status.

This version of the argument articulates an idea of social justice that has strong 
concern for the social condition of groups in the middle of the economic distribu-
tion. A society has a reason to restrict trade to maintain the availability of positions 
of favorable social status, even at considerable expense to the society’s overall eco-
nomic prosperity. Trade restrictions are justified to maintain a more equal distribu-
tion of positions within the status hierarchy, specifically by preserving a share of 
positions associated with the occupation of average-waged jobs. This argument does 
not appeal to an idea of social egalitarianism that endorses the equal social status 
of all citizens. The argument does not appeal to an idea of justice that has primary 

27 The definition of a ‘good job’ may also include the use of certain skills, which society recognizes as 
valuable, in order for the occupant to enjoy access to a favorable social status.
28 The effects of income on opportunities for consumption may reduce her status also, if she therefore 
lacks opportunities to participate in normal social activities that confer respect in her society (Ci 2013).
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concern for improving the absolute or relative positions of groups occupying the 
lowest social status. Trade restrictions do not plausibly improve the social condi-
tion of lower-status groups, because restrictions cannot increase the availability 
of average-waged jobs to such an extent that lower-status groups gain opportuni-
ties for social ascent. Trade restrictions can only be supported by an idea of jus-
tice that strongly favors groups in the middle of a society’s distribution of economic 
resources.

This idea of social justice advances a plausible line of criticism against trade lib-
eralization for societies with steep gradients of social and economic inequalities.29 
It is especially plausible when a society is unlikely to follow the conventional rec-
ommendation to offer domestic social insurance and employment assistance. It is 
also plausible when these programs do not succeed in helping displaced workers 
find new jobs that secure a ‘normal’ social status. However, this idea of social jus-
tice also endorses social inequalities between groups in the middle of the economic 
distribution and groups occupying a low social status. The implication is especially 
problematic in the context of societies that stigmatize their worst-off groups. Some 
of the most prominent rhetoric in favor of trade restrictions tends to affirm the moral 
status of particular groups of workers by making negative comparisons to other 
groups with lower status.

To illustrate that the argument for trade restriction has both of these elements, 
consider again the U.S.’s current political discussion about trade policy. The debate 
over trade in the U.S. has been led largely by President Trump, starting with the 
campaign leading up to the 2016 election. He advances the criticism that trade lib-
eralization contributes to increasing inequalities between workers and elites, using 
emotional and morally laden rhetoric: ‘Our workers’ loyalty was repaid… with total 
betrayal. Our politicians have aggressively pursued a policy of globalization, mov-
ing our jobs, our wealth and our factories to Mexico and overseas. Globalization has 
made the financial elite, who donate to politicians, very, very wealthy’ (Skonieczny 
2018, p. 68). In addition, Trump affirms the status of the middle-class workers and 
the working classes through a contrast with lower status groups, who are charac-
terized as posing a threat.30 In particular, Trump draws sharp ‘moral boundaries’ 
between workers who deserve jobs and undocumented immigrants, refugees, and 
Muslims (Lamont, Park, and Ayala-Hurtado 2017). The meaning of his expressions 
is understood because they refer to existing conventions in the public culture. For 
instance, expressed support for trade protectionism in the U.S. is stronger when peo-
ple are exposed to images of white workers, as opposed to black workers, in portray-
als of the beneficiaries (Guisinger 2017, pp. 140–173).

There is not necessarily any logical connection between policies that restrict trade 
and the expression that certain groups are inferior. There is a conventional social 
meaning of trade protectionism in the U.S., which affirms the social and moral status 

29 Many societies have increasingly steep gradients of economic and social inequalities (Milanovic 
2016). Trade restrictions may help to flatten the gradient of inequality, by increasing the share of posi-
tions in the middle and reducing the benefits of occupying the elite position.
30 On the overlap between threats to status from racial diversity and from globalization, see Mutz (2018).
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of particular workers occupying the middle positions of the economic distribution, 
while it draws a contrast with the inferior status of other groups.31 Given that Ameri-
can society has these conventional meanings and a steep gradient of social and 
economic inequalities, it difficult to determine whether the U.S.’s pursuit of social 
justice would be best furthered through trade liberalization or restrictions. In the 
future, social movements and new political leadership could act to sever the connec-
tion between trade protectionism and these social meanings. There could be broader 
action in the U.S. to undermine its social meanings of contempt and to flatten its 
social hierarchy, through efforts to broaden access to ‘good jobs’ and to sever the 
connection between an average-waged job and its occupant’s social and moral sta-
tus. To make decisions about its trade policy, the U.S. requires a self-diagnosis of 
whether its most significant problem of non-distributive social justice is its steep 
gradient of economic and social inequalities or its expressions about the inferiority 
of other groups, and whether it will address either of these problems in the future.

This paper aims to describe how a society can pursue social justice through its 
trade policy decisions, while setting aside questions of global justice. However, the 
arguments for trade protectionism in the U.S. support a greater share of economic 
benefits to be directed to American workers, rather than foreigners.32 This is sup-
ported by the assessment that foreigners, particularly the Chinese, have engaged 
in unfair trading practices. It is a challenge to the paper’s framing, particularly its 
discussion of good jobs as a requirement of social justice, if global justice issues 
are entangled with social justice. A particularly salient trading practice is ‘social 
dumping’, in which low standards for production in foreign countries undermine the 
competitiveness of domestic industries. Mathias Risse considers a society (A) with 
relatively high social and labor standards, which negotiates a trade agreement with 
a society (B) with lower standards (2007). Domestic producers in A are faced with 
‘race to the bottom’ competition on the basis of these standards. Firms in B can 
produce at a lower price as a result of their low standards, and import-competing 
domestic producers in A suffer losses. Risse argues that there are global claims of 
unfairness, of society A against society B, as well as domestic claims of unfairness 
within A for compensation or trade protectionism for the benefit of its import-com-
peting firms.

Social dumping is a partial explanation for why trade liberalization has a tendency 
to reduce the availability of good jobs, especially in high-income societies. It does 
not seem to me that justice provides a reason in favor of restricting trade when social 
dumping is the explanation for why domestic firms are uncompetitive, without also 
providing a reason in favor of restrictions when foreign firms are simply more cost-
efficient. We can understand a society’s decision to liberalize trade through the two 
different pathways, regardless of the explanation about how it results in fewer good 

31 On the wrongfulness of discrimination that degrades through the expression of conventional social 
meanings of disrespect, see Hellman (2008).
32 See Mutz and Kim (2017) on public support for trade protectionism that will make foreigners worse 
off.
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jobs. First, there is the effect on the society’s economic productivity.33 Second, there 
is the effect from the society forgoing the use of certain policy options. Following 
these two different pathways raises a set of questions for the society to answer about 
itself. Is it likely that the society will use its improvements in economic productivity 
to pursue distributive justice, both for already-disadvantaged groups and for work-
ers newly displaced by trade? Will maintaining the availability of good jobs in this 
society flatten its gradient of social and economic inequalities? Is it likely that the 
society will alter its conventional social meanings, so that its trade policies aiming to 
protect good jobs do not also express that certain groups have inferior status?

Conclusion

This paper has catalogued the different ways that trade decisions can hinder and 
facilitate a society’s pursuit of social justice. Through trade liberalization, a society 
improves its economic productivity. Many societies fail to make full use of their eco-
nomic capacities for distributive justice, and thus improvements to their economic 
productivity can increase the gap between their capacity and performance. During 
economic downturns, however, these societies may perform less well at addressing 
absolute poverty and meeting other non-comparative claims of distributive justice. 
Through trade liberalization, a society forgoes the use of certain policy options. 
Many societies have increasingly steep gradients of economic and social inequalities 
that could be addressed, at least partially, through policies that are relevant to trade. 
However, it is through these same policies that some societies also stigmatize and 
express contempt for their lower-status groups.

In order to select a trade policy that best facilitates its pursuit of social justice, a 
society requires self-diagnosis about the reasons why it is not yet fully just. When 
it is plausible to assume a society will act upon a favorable inclination to pursue 
justice in the future, its choice between trade liberalization and trade protectionism 
becomes less difficult. The leading example is the conventional recommendation 
for a society to engage in redistribution after it liberalizes trade. Further instances 
are represented in proposals for a society to engage in reforms to flatten its social 
hierarchy and abandon its expressions that some groups are inferior. This paper has 
provided a fuller catalogue of the ways in which trade can impact a society’s pursuit 
of justice, especially through analysis of scenarios in which a society is unlikely to 
act upon a greater inclination to pursue distributive justice or justice as it concerns 
status hierarchy and expressive meanings.
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33 This improvement in economic productivity may benefit many domestic groups in society and for-
eigners also. It matters whether the middle classes share in these benefits with their fellow citizens, 
according to an idea of distributive justice. What foreigners gain or do not gain from trade does not influ-
ence domestic groups’ own claims for distributive justice.
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