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“BIBLIOGRAPHICAL” NOTE

This talk is based on Chapter 8 of a book in 
progress:

Alan S. Blinder, 
The Lamppost Theory: 
Why Economic Policy So Often 
Comes Up Short “Politicians use economics in the same 

way that a drunk uses lampposts—
for support rather than illumination.”



Truth can never be told so as to be understood, and not 
be believed.

--William Blake

Yes, it can.

-- Murphy



“IS THAT FACT IN FACT A FACT?”

Is the public really hostile to international trade?



PUBLIC OPINION:  IT DEPENDS WHAT YOU ASK
(SOURCE: POLLINGREPORT.COM)

NBC/WSJ
"In general, do you think that free trade between the United 
States and foreign countries has helped the United States, 
has hurt the United States, or has not made much of a 
difference either way?"

.
Helped Hurt

Not much
difference Unsure

% % % %

2/18-22/17 43 34 17 6 Pro



PUBLIC OPINION:  IT DEPENDS WHAT YOU ASK

CBS
"Overall, would you say U.S. trade with other countries 
creates more jobs for the U.S., loses more jobs for the U.S., 
or does U.S. trade with other countries have no effect on U.S. 
jobs?"

.
Creates

more jobs
Loses

more jobs
No effect
on jobs

Unsure/
No answer

% % % %

12/9-13/16 29 48 15 7 Anti



PUBLIC OPINION:  IT DEPENDS WHAT YOU ASK

Quinnipiac
"Do you support or oppose renegotiating major trade deals 
with other countries, even if it means paying more for the 
products you buy?"

.
Support Oppose

Unsure/
No answer

% % %

11/17-20/16 64 28 8 Anti



PUBLIC OPINION:  IT DEPENDS WHAT YOU ASK

Bloomberg
"Turning now to trade, generally speaking, do you think U.S. 
trade policy should have more restrictions on imported 
foreign goods to protect American jobs, or have fewer 
restrictions to enable American consumers to have the most 
choices and the lowest prices?"

.
More

restrictions
Fewer

restrictions Unsure

% % %

3/19-22/16 65 22 12 Anti



PUBLIC OPINION:  IT DEPENDS WHAT YOU ASK

CBS/NYT
"Globalization is the increase of trade, communication, travel 
and other things among countries around the world. In 
general, has the United States gained more or lost more 
because of globalization?" 

.
Gained
more

Lost
more

Both
equal (vol.)

Unsure/
No answer

% % % %

7/8-12/16 36 53 3 8 Anti



PUBLIC OPINION:  IT DEPENDS WHAT YOU ASK

So yes, it does. 

But on balance, trade elicits more hostility than support. 
The public is far from where economists are.



SO WHY CAN’T WE MAKE THE SALE?



1. COMPARATIVE ADVANTAGE IS 
COUNTERINTUITIVE.

• Most economic ideas are not.

• Challenged by a mathematician to enunciate an economic idea that was 
both true and nontrivial, Paul Samuelson, offered comparative advantage:

“That this idea is logically true need not be argued before a mathematician; that it 
is not trivial is attested by the thousands of important and intelligent men who 
have never been able to grasp the doctrine for themselves or to believe it after it 
was explained to them.”



WHAT I TELL MY ECONOMICS 101 STUDENTS



2.  “INTERESTED SOPHISTRY” CONTINUES

• Adam Smith:  [The case for free trade] "is so very manifest, that it … could 
[never] have been called into question had not the interested sophistry of 
merchants and manufacturers confounded the common sense of mankind." 

• Upton Sinclair: “It is difficult to get a man to understand something, when 
his salary depends on his not understanding it.”



3.  WINNERS AND LOSERS I

• Trade openings virtually always create both winners and losers.

• Ricardo taught us: wins > losses (which makes compensation possible)

• But the losers can (try to) block trade.

• Typically, the gains from specific trade openings are diffuse, barely visible, and 
small for most people while the losses are concentrated, highly visible, and 
fall on small well-defined groups. 

o Economic calculus says yes.
o Political calculus says no.



4.  WINNERS AND LOSERS II

• We are bad at compensating losers; mostly we don’t even try.

o Example:  Very inadequate TAA

• But the problem goes deeper. Organized labor does not even support TAA.

o They want jobs, not “burial insurance.”

• This is a huge problem for economics since no one can guarantee every 
worker his or her precise job.



AN IMPORTANT TIP TO ECONOMISTS

• Stop talking about “transition costs.”

o It belittles them.

• Most people live in transitions most of the time.



5.  WINNERS AND LOSERS III

• The mercantilist idea sounds silly to economists:  You mean we treasure 
the opportunity to work for others (our exports), but shun the opportunity 
to get them to work for us (our imports)?

• Yet mercantilism lives on.

• It even helps trade negotiators make deals. To find supporters, negotiators 
often must enlist corporate interests (who want market openings abroad).

• Downside: The left therefore often views trade as “a corporate agenda.”



6.  WINNERS AND LOSERS IV:
THE “DO NO DIRECT HARM” PRINCIPLE

• Trade is natural, it “just happens.”  (Ex: US-China trade today)

• But trade agreements are identifiably “made in Washington.”

o So the losses are seen as “caused” by actions taken here—even if trade would 
have taken place anyway.



7.  TRADE  ≠ TECHNOLOGY

• Economists often see trade and technology as two sides of the same coin; 
technology helps enable trade.

• Luddites don’t get much support these days.

o Even though technology kills (and creates) many more jobs than trade

• But most people don’t identify trade with technology.  They find it 
consistent to support technology and oppose trade.



8.  DAMAGE FROM TRADE  CAN BE
BLAMED ON FOREIGNERS

• Unlike technology, foreigners make great scapegoats.

• They have no representatives in Congress.



9.  TWO DRAMATICALLY DIFFERENT VIEWS OF THE 
CENTRAL PURPOSE OF AN ECONOMY

TO ECONOMISTS

• It’s to benefit consumers.

• Key goal: low consumer prices

• Attitude: expand trade

TO NON-ECONOMISTS

• It’s to benefit producers/workers.

• Key goal: good jobs

• Attitude: preserve jobs



MORE ON PUBLIC OPINION

Bloomberg
"Are you willing to pay a little more for merchandise that is 
made in the U.S., or do you prefer the lowest possible 
price?"

.
Willing to
pay more

Prefer
lowest price Unsure

% % %

3/19-22/16 82 13 5 Anti



PROBLEMS IN MAKING THE SALE

POSSIBLY SOLVABLE INSOLUBLE

• It’s counterintuitive.

• Demagogues like Trump can blame foreigners.

• The political calculus is bad.

• Looks like a corporate agenda.

• Trade agreements are “made in Washington.”

• Good jobs dominate cheap consumer goods.

• We can’t guarantee the same job in the same place.

• We could improve TAA etc.

• We can stop saying “transition costs.”

• Try to identify trade with technology.



“HOUSTON, WE HAVE A PROBLEM.”
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