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WHAT EVER HAPPENED TO
THE LEFT-RIGHT DIVIDE ON
FOREIGN TRADE?
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hey agreed. At least on the single issue of foreign trade, Donald Trump
and Hilary Clinton agreed the United States must retreat from free
trade agreements. In the midst of the most polarized presidential election
in living memory, both major party candidates converged on the need
to reconsider American-led globalization and take a more protectionist

stand in foreign markets.

Perhaps the only thing more
surprising in the primaries and
general election than Trump
and Clinton’s convergence on
their opposition to trade was
that the issue was a talking
point at all. International trade,
after all, has generally been
among the least important is-
sues in recent U.S. elections.!
Trade was once a very conten-
tious issue in electoral debates.
In fact, one Pennsylvania leg-
islator in 1833 quipped that
the definition of man ought
to be changed to “an animal
that makes tariff speeches”.?
It would seem then that trade
policy has once again become
a relevant issue in American
politics. The reemergence of
trade, however, is noteworthy
in the simultaneous dissolution
of the left-right partisan split on
the issue.

Throughout the developed
world, the United States includ-
ed, political parties tend to di-
verge on trade policy. Indeed, a
left-right divide on trade policy

has generally existed since the
end of the Second World War.2
However, the partisan division
over foreign trade is seemingly
at an end. Not only in the United
States, but many in other ad-
vanced democracies are increas-
ingly pulling back from foreign
markets.

Representing the interests of
labor, left-leaning parties ap-
proach trade liberalization with
reservation and oftentimes ad-
vocate for protectionist policies.
Building barriers to trade, the
Democratic Party, for example,
protects domestic manufactur-
ing and accumulates support
amongst trade union allies.

Right-leaning parties tend to
advocate for the expansion of
a free trade order. Allying with
business leaders and owners of
capital, Republican politicians
regularly vote vigorously in fa-
vor of free trade agreements. It
is from the right, however, that
we see a sudden shift in trade
preferences. While right-leaning
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parties still represent the in-
terests of capital owners in the
domestic economy, national-
ism has led toward a rejection
of the old regime in favor of
protection.+

THE POLITICIZATION OF
TRADE POLICY

The attack on trade from the
right is not only new, but rep-
resents a shift from the general
apathy with which politicians
and voters have regarded trade
policy during national elections.
For the greater part of the last
century, foreign trade has rare-
ly been controversial in United
States presidential elections.
The 2016 presidential election,
however, stands in stark con-
trast in the attention given to
international trade agreements.

Before 2016, trade rhetoric was
unusual in American elections.

While candidates may have oc-
casionally trumpeted one trade
agreement or vilified a country
for devaluing its currency to
gain an unfair trade advantage,
presidential candidates have sel-
dom focused upon foreign trade
in their national campaign strat-
egies. Despite some agreements
such as NAFTA garnering public
interest, American voters are
typically apathetic and ignorant
with respect to foreign trade.’

In the past decade, political
discussions of trade policy were
all but unknown to American
voters while foreign citizens
responded with vehement po-
larization to trade agreements
signed with the United States.
Consider, for example, the pas-
sage of the Central American
Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA).
Costa Rican voters, on the one
hand, demanded that the agree-
ment only be ratified through a

national referendum where vot-
ers narrowly approved CAFTA
by a margin of 51-48. On the
other hand, the U.S. Senate
debated the agreement for
less than four hours, and most
American voters were unaware
the trade agreement even exist-
ed.® Foreign legislatures have
even devolved to violence over
trade agreements. Such was
the case in South Korea when
a politician released a canister
of tear gas in a vain effort to
disrupt the vote to ratify the
Korea-United States (KORUS)
trade agreement.”

The 2016 election marked a
notable departure from recent
public opinion apathy over
American trade policy. The
prominence of foreign trade
was on display beginning with
the primary campaigns. Bernie
Sanders rallied voters to trade
protection through calls to

Liberal Party poster displays differences between an economy based on free trade and one based on protectionism. The
freetrade shop is full to the brim with customers due to its low prices while the shop based upon protectionism suffers from
high prices. Circa 1905 — 1910. By unknown artist, printed by Nathaniel Lloyd and Company, and published by the Liberal
Publication Department in London. Source: Library of the London School of Economics and Political Science, via Flickr.
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A FREE TRADE FO

Lithograph depicting a free trade shop selling imported goods, with an unemployed British workman discussing how he
cannot afford the cheaper goods if he does not have money. Circa 1905 — 1910. By unknown artist, printed by Percival Jones
Ltd, and published by Imperial Tariff Committee in Birmingham. Source: Library of the London School of Economics and
Political Science, via Flickr.

“dump TPP” (Trans-Pacific
Partnership),® and Trump vig-
orously criticized US trading re-
lationships,® including when he
called the TPP a “horrible deal”
in one GOP debate.!® Through
boycotting Oreo cookies, Trump
further politicized American
trade deals as firms outsourced
operations to foreign markets.

This protectionist politiciza-
tion continued into the general
election campaigns as Trump
used historic trade agreements
to put Clinton on the defen-
sive. Despite Clinton’s voting re-
cord against trade agreements,
Trump used her marriage with
Bill Clinton to associate her
with the passage of NAFTA.*
Clinton continued to affirm her
opposition to unfair trade deals
across the debates.’s Meanwhile,
Trump maintained his protec-
tionist positions through calling
NAFTA “the worst trade deal
maybe ever signed anywhere”.*4

Since coming to office, President
Trump has confirmed his com-
mitment to protectionism.
One of his first executive or-
ders was to withdraw the U.S.
from the TPP trade agreement.’
Additionally, the president has
called for the renegotiation of
NAFTA and has pledged to pay
for a Mexican wall using reve-
nue from a proposed border-ad-
justed corporate tax scheme.'
Surprisingly, even Canada
has been criticized for bene-
fiting from a “one-sided deal
against the United States” when
President Trump remarked that
what Canada has “done to our
dairy farm workers is a dis-
grace”.” Such protectionist rhet-
oric is even more uncanny given
it is fueled by a Republican, the
party that has tended to cham-
pion trade liberalization.

What can Trump and Clinton
teach us about Americans’ trade
attitudes? The 2016 election

suggests that voter preferences
have largely converged toward
protectionism. In a political
landscape increasingly char-
acterized by polarization and
partisan bubbles, it is all the
more marvelous that an elec-
torate would agree on anything,
let alone foreign trade policy.'®
However, this change in voter
trade attitudes seemingly con-
flicts with prevailing economic
expectations.

OLD PARTIES & OLD
DIVISIONS

For decades Democrats in
Congress have generally blocked
new trade agreements while
Republicans have supported
such legislation. Meanwhile,
presidents from both parties
have consistently supported free
trade since the end of WWII.
Because presidents must appeal
to voters across all districts, they
tend to pursue general welfare
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and consumer interests over
varied industry interests.’ Some
industries like those in Silicon
Valley are clear beneficiaries
from globalization while others
are vulnerable to increased for-
eign competition.

The recent congressional
fight over the Trans-Pacific
Partnership exemplifies the
old partisan divisions on trade
policy. Despite being promot-
ed by President Obama, most
Republicans supported the
agreement. Even while holding
their nose at joining hands with
the president, constituent inter-
ests once again led right-lean-
ing politicians to vote for trade
expansions. Ironically, it was
the Democratic Party that crit-
ically resisted the administra-
tion and vocally opposed TPP
ratification.

OLD PARTIES & NEW
ALLIANCES

Because both Hilary Clinton
and Donald Trump politicized
the dangers of foreign trade,
voters are reacting uniquely
to trade policy vis-a-vis other
economic policy areas. Clinton’s
protectionist rhetoric is easily
predicted by classic trade divi-
sions; after all, the Democratic
Party has long championed the
causes of labor.2° Trump’s fer-
vent demands to increase trade
protection, however, is peculiar
given the Republican Party,
like other right-leaning parties,
tends to represent the interests
of capital.®

If citizens from the left and right
vary in how they benefit from
free trade, then the protectionist
rhetoric adopted by Trump and
Clinton seemingly indicates that
some voters are rallying in spite
of their self-interest. Perhaps
citizens were never too mind-
ful of their self-interest when it
came to trade, but we could not

tell because trade had not been
a salient electoral issue.??

Does economic self-interest no
longer determine voter trade
preferences? In short, not neces-
sarily. Donald Trump may have
spurned the Republican Party’s
traditional stance on trade, but
his tax proposals did not stray
from typical Republican fare.?3
While this may seem perplexing
to some, it serves as further evi-
dence that Trump strategically
pivoted on trade to electorally
gain from the new determi-
nant of trade attitudes: national
populism.

Unlike the nationalism that
wrought conflict throughout
the 20™ century, national pop-
ulism is not adventurous, but

it is inward looking. Voters are
increasingly divided, therefore,
along a new cleavage of open
vs. closed. Elections across the
world have seen this new form
of nationalism run rampant
in right-leaning parties. Like
other foreign policies such as
immigration, trade is now re-
garded more through the lens
of national populism and less
on its welfare effects upon the
economy.

National populism and trade
protection went hand-in-hand
in European elections as British
and French voters flexed their
collective and reactionary
strength against their coun-
tries seemingly immutable in-
tegration into global markets.
Brexit took the world unawares
as British voters cast aside their
nation’s role in the European
project. Without precedent, the
Communist and National Front
candidates, both outspoken in
their condemnation of global-
ism, combined for 41 percent
of the French vote share in the
first round of the presidential
election.

Even before Donald Trump’s
victory, some political scientists
argued that out-group fear and
nationalism may drive pref-
erences for trade protection.
Donald Trump may simply
have vilified trade agreements
to evoke nationalism and out-
group anxiety. Attitudes on
trade, like those on immigra-
tion, may be more determined
by perceptions of cultural con-
sequences than by material
well-being.2°

As elections around the world
experience a rise of nationalism,
we may no longer see a left-right
divide on trade. Left-leaning
parties that have historically
opposed trade in the interest
of labor may unite with rightist
parties on this one issue. Even
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parties with a track record of
trade liberalization may abrupt-
ly shift and adopt protectionist
rhetoric so as to benefit from the
tide of national populism.

Donald Trump has taught us
that, at least for the time being,
American trade attitudes are
driven less by material self-in-
terest and more by national
populism and global anxiety.
With the post-election realign-
ment of politics in Europe and
the United States, parties are
entrenching themselves for up-
coming electoral battles. In the
midst of this stark polarization,
parties on the left and right may
find all too much agreement in
their willingness to construct
new walls to global trade.

If the United States is to return
to its position of promoter and
guarantor of free trade, a po-
litical champion of global in-
tegration must emerge. Future
electoral battles, however, may
not necessarily be fought along
the traditional left-right divide.
Instead, a new open vs. closed
electoral cleavage in national
politics may develop, where
integrationists compete against
protectionists in casting their
visions for American growth
and strength. [P

Timothy W. Taylor is
Assistant Professor of Politics
and International Relations at
Wheaton College.
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