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Abstract 

Trade liberalization during the neoliberal era since the 1980s has been on the political 

agenda of many countries. However, in recent years and especially in the course of 

rising populist movements, protectionist measures seem to be gaining importance 

again. Nationalist economic policies challenge the overly positive view on economic 

integration and the reduction of trade barriers established by standard economic 

theory. In contrast to politicians, for quite a long time the great majority of econo-

mists explicitly publicly supported trade liberalization policies. In this paper, we show 

how trade and trade related policies are addressed and framed in professional eco-

nomic discourses. Thus, we follow a mixed-method-approach and combine quanti-

tative textual analysis with critical discourse analysis to highlight dominant narratives 

and imaginaries present in these debates. By analyzing more than 400 trade-related 

research articles published in high-impact economic journals we highlight three core 

trade narratives which constitute the elite economists trade discourse: First, “free 

trade cheerleading” describes a clear link between the alleged lop-sidedness of 

economists in favoring free trade (policies) in the public and academic debate. Sec-

ond, “Ignorance in a world full of nails” relates to particular methodological and con-

ceptual leanings in the profession, which seem to deepen the dominance of an over-

all positive evaluation of trade. And third, “success breeds exporting breeds success” 

postulates a positive causal relation between a firm’s economic performance and its 

export orientation. We conclude that the narrow perspective in economic elite de-

bates prevents a more comprehensive understanding of the multifaceted challenges 

related to international integration. 

Keywords: trade narratives; trade policies, discourse analysis; sociology of econom-

ics; textual analysis; top economic journals 
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1 Introduction 
While trade liberalization during the neoliberal era since 
the 1980s has been on the agenda of many trade policy 
agreements, in recent years, protectionist measures 
seem to be gaining importance again. On the one hand, 
recent populist movements in Western and emerging 
countries alike, induced re-nationalization tendencies, 
epitomized in slogans such as “America first” or in the 
failure of the Doha Round of the WTO negotiations. 
On the other hand, the coronavirus pandemic has 
shown the vulnerability of globalized market economies 
and international trade and commodity chains. Accord-
ingly, the “comeback of the state” as an important eco-
nomic actor in the aftermath of this global health crisis 
challenges market-oriented trade models and poten-
tially open a window for trajectories of socio-economic 
transformations. These developments indicate, that 
there remain serious doubts among active policy-mak-
ers regarding the benefits of trade liberalization policies. 
The proponents of trade liberalization policies in turn 
emphasize a win-win situation that supposedly arises 
from trade liberalization as well as the inefficiency and 
overall welfare losses linked to protectionism. For quite 
a long time, economic experts have been the main opin-
ion-leaders of the pro-liberalization camp in public de-
bates and standard economic knowledge provided a 
seemingly solid base for liberalization policies. A telling 
example is provided by Global Trade Alert (GTA), an 
initiative founded by the economic policy think tank 
Centre for Economic Policy Research (CEPR) driven 
by the fear of an upcoming protectionist wave after the 
global financial crisis in 2008. The GTA is very clear in 
its message: protectionist measures are “harmful” state 
interventions and these interventions remain a pre-
ferred option for policy makers around the globe (see 
Figure 1). 
 
Yet prominent economists such as Dani Rodrik, Joseph 
Stiglitz and Thomas Piketty publicly point out negative 
consequences of globalization, particularly with regard 
to a rise in economic inequality. Against this back-
ground, our paper aims to explore the current debate in 
economic science about international trade policy is-
sues. This way, we aim to show, how trade and trade 
related policies addressed and framed in professional 
economic discourses and analyze whether there have 
been shifts in this discourse. Furthermore, we will high-
light the core trade narratives and imaginaries in current 
debates among top economists and show how other-

than-economic implications and impacts of trade (e.g. 
social, political and environmental impacts) are discur-
sively framed in top economics publications. 
 
Fig. 1 Annual global introduction of trade-related state 
interventions. Source: Global Trade Alert (2020) 

 
 
To answer these questions we analyze trade-related re-
search articles published in the “top-five” journals in 
economics (Card & DellaVigna, 2013; Heckman & 
Moktan, 2020)  as well as highly cited articles published 
in other outlets. In doing so we follow a mixed-method 
approach: In a first step we take a "bird`s eye`s view" 
and apply a quantitative text analysis of relevant ab-
stracts to inspect the overall structure of this debate. In 
a second step, we conduct a discourse analysis to high-
light the main thematic contexts as well as patterns of 
argument presented in the discourse revolving around 
the topic of trade policies. The discourse analytical 
framework, being based on a software-assisted in-depth 
analysis of discourse fragments, allows us to show how 
the issue of trade (policies) is discursively and rhetori-
cally framed. Hence, we will be able to develop a better 
understanding of prevailing trade narratives in the eco-
nomics expert debates, which presumably have an im-
pact on policy-making in this field (Moore, Kleinman, 
Hess, & Frickel, 2011). Furthermore, we also aim to 
sketch recent trends in the overall normative evaluation 
of trade liberalization policies over time.  
The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. 
Section 2 offers an overview of the economic trade de-
bate and its specific bias in favor of promoting trade 
liberalization (policies). Furthermore, we also introduce 
our discourse analytical framework and indicate why it 
fits the purpose of our research. In section 3 we intro-
duce our twofold mixed-method analytical framework. 
In section 4 we discuss the main results of our empirical 
analysis comprising a thematic analysis of the discourse 
in our sample and an analysis of three prevailing trade 
narratives and imaginaries. Section 5 offers a summary 
of our main results and some concluding remarks. 



Aistleitner & Pühringer: trade narratives 
 

 

4 

2 Trade debates and narra-
tives in top economic jour-
nals 

2.1 On trade debate(s) in the economics 
profession 

While issues of free trade and related policies are heat-
edly debated in the public and among politicians of all 
stripes, economists engaging in political debates on 
trade quite often seem to speak with one voice (Rodrik, 
2018a). For instance, Alan Blinder – presumably one of 
the most publicly visible U.S. economists – is quoted in 
the Wall Street Journal with the statement: “Like 99% 
of economists since the days of Adam Smith, I am a 
free trader down to my toes” (Wessel & Davis, 2007). 
Declaration like this lead Wilkinson (2017, p. 36) to 
conclude that “we should bear in mind that even the 
best (…) accounts of the genesis of multilateral trade 
offers a partisan narrative”.  
A more nuanced perspective on trade issues or even cri-
tique against this biased stance towards free trade how-
ever mainly comes from heterodox and/or political 
economists at the boundary of the economic discipline 
(Chang, 2009; Crouch, 2018; Jonakin, 2012; Shaikh, 
2007). Contrary, mainstream economists to a great ex-
tent mainly argue in favor of free trade and related pol-
icies (Irwin, 2015; Krugman, Obstfeld, & Melitz, 2015).  
Hence, recent studies on policy views of economists 
showed that the support for trade liberalization to in-
crease potential economic welfare is a rather consensus 
position among economists (e.g. Fuller and Geide-Ste-
venson, 2014; Gordon and Dahl, 2013). This way, only 
about 5% of the respondents of a survey among econ-
omists disagreed with the statement that “tariffs and 
import quotas usually reduce general welfare” (Fuller & 
Geide-Stevenson, 2014, p. 134).  
This one-sidedness has recently evoked some individual 
(but prominent) criticisms originating from the ortho-
doxy itself (Arkolakis, Costinot, Donaldson, & 
Rodríguez-Clare, 2018; Rodrik, 2018a; Stiglitz, 2017). 
For instance, in his “straight talk on trade” Rodrik 
(2018a) asks whether economists’ “siding with globali-
zation’s cheerleaders” in the public has been responsi-
ble for the increasing rise in right-wing populism in the 

 
1 Newbery and Stiglitz (1984) represent a noteworthy excep-
tion of an earlier balanced “mainstream” position on the 
gains and challenges of trade liberalization. 

US (Trumpism) and the resulting questioning of the cur-
rent global trade regime. In a similar vein, Stiglitz (2017) 
recently1  argued that the gains of globalization have 
long been oversold during the last years by politicians 
and economists alike. This way, Rodrik stresses that “it 
has long been an unspoken rule of public engagement 
for economists that they should champion trade and 
not dwell too much on the fine print.” (Rodrik 2018) 
By focusing on the elite debate in economics, in this 
paper we aim to empirically clarify this extent of aca-
demic one-sidedness. 
 

2.2 On economic imaginaries and narra-
tives 

In capitalist societies, the political influence of econo-
mists often flows through indirect channels rather than 
being exerted directly (Fourcade, 2009; Hirschman & 
Berman, 2014; for examples of direct impact of eco-
nomic theories on policy-making see e.g. Heimberger & 
Kapeller, 2017). Beside the professional authority of the 
discipline and the institutional position of economists 
in government, economists shape the cognitive infra-
structure of policy-making (Hirschman & Berman, 
2014): economics as a style of reasoning (ways of thinking 
about problems and the corresponding assumptions, 
approaches and explanations, thus creating an “eco-
nomic imaginary”) and economic policy devices (the com-
bination of people, knowledge and material things in 
order to establish calculability). In both cases, 
knowledge transmission from academia into politics 
and the public occurs. We argue that in this process, the 
specific content and structure of language plays a crucial 
role. 
More specifically, rather technical expert knowledge has 
to be translated into what has been called “economic 
narrative” or “economic imaginary” (Jessop, 2004, 
2013). Both concepts were developed in discourse stud-
ies and can be interpreted as main patterns of a distinct 
discourse, able to reach a broader public with a con-
densed core message. Yet, an examination of core nar-
ratives and imaginaries in the scientific economic trade 
debate seems a promising road for a better understand-
ing of the interrelation of expert debates and public pol-
icy discourses. 
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Against this background, the basic analytical approach 
employed for the qualitative part in this paper is based 
on the framework of critical discourse analysis (CDA) 
(e.g. Fairclough, 1992, 1997; Wodak, 2013). CDA is a 
socio-linguistic approach that focuses on the use of lan-
guage in combination with social and cultural hege-
monic processes. Discourses are thus understood as 
complexes of statements and discursive practices of ac-
tors that generate hierarchical systems of knowledge 
and form the perception and interpretation of social re-
ality (e.g. van Dijk, 2006; Wodak & Meyer, 2016).  
For the special purpose of this paper we furthermore 
refer to recent literature in the field of socio-linguistics 
and social economics, aiming to highlight the role of 
language for the transmission of a distinct style of eco-
nomic reasoning into policy and public debates (Jessop, 
2013; Pühringer & Hirte, 2015). Originating in the sem-
inal work of McCloskey (1983, 1998), who first empha-
sized how even rather technical economic language is 
saturated with metaphors and rhetorical elements, sev-
eral authors have stressed the specific role of economic 
expert discourses as power devices for the formation of 
influential expertise (Maesse, 2015). In this paper we ar-
gue that a specific trade narrative in economics elite dis-
course can be interpreted as a powerful economic im-
aginary and thus as a guiding principle of economic pol-
icies in this field. As Jessop puts it: “The totality of eco-
nomic activities is so unstructured and complex that it 
cannot be an object of calculation, management, gov-
ernance, or guidance. Instead, such practices are always 
oriented to subsets of economic relations (economic 
systems or subsystems) […]. This involves ‘economic 
imaginaries’ that rely on semiosis to constitute these 
subsets” (Jessop, 2004, p. 162). In other words, the con-
cept of economic imaginary aims to shed light on the 
process of translation of complex economic phenom-
ena into a manageable understanding and thus into con-
crete practices. For instance, Wilkinson (2009) has 
shown that framing trade policy negotiations in a “crisis 
and collapse discourse” has long served trade liberaliza-
tion agendas and often leads to asymmetrical trade 
agreements. 

 
2 It should be noted, that a substantial share of the papers 
which enter our final analysis do not contain an abstract. 
Where available, we used abstract of the papers listed in da-
tabases such as AEAweb, RePec, ResearchGate etc. This 
way, we ended up with 395 abstracts for our sample of 422 
papers. For the remaining cases, we compiled “pseudo-ab-
stracts” and analyzed those first paragraphs (and if necessary, 

 

3 Methodology 
Our analysis of the debate in top economic journals on 
trade and trade policies in this paper is based on a 
mixed-method approach combining quantitative meth-
ods (n-grams and word counts) with a critical discourse 
analysis. Whereas the former is applied to inspect the 
formal structure of the economic elite discourse on 
trade related issues, a qualitative perspective allows us 
to identify and examine core imaginaries and narratives 
in the debate. This in turn allows a better understanding 
of how the effects of trade and trade policies are discur-
sively framed and thus, how this framing relates to the 
public perception of economic expertise on trade.  
Against this background we apply a two-level analysis 
of discourse comprising a thematic and an in-depth-
analysis as e.g. suggested by Krzyżanowski (2010). 
Whereas in the former step the main discourse topics 
present in the text are examined, the second step aims 
to highlight dominant discursive strategies and lines of 
argumentation. Hence, we employ a discourse analytical 
approach in order to unveil core patterns of arguments 
and discursive strategies in the trade debate in top eco-
nomic journals. Due to the typically very technical lan-
guage of economic papers we decided to base our anal-
ysis of the trade narrative in economic-elite discourse 
on the abstracts2 (and partly also on the conclusions) of 
the papers3. Although this approach obviously reduces 
our text corpus, we argue that abstracts (and conclu-
sions) are a reliable source for the analysis of the trade 
narrative in economics elite-discourse for at least two 
reasons: First, the definition of a scientific abstract im-
plies that it should clarify (i) why the research was con-
ducted, (ii) what the paper is about and what are the 
main conclusions of the research and (iii), how and 
based on which specific methodology the authors ar-
rived at their conclusions. Thus an abstract aims to call 
attention to the most important information of a paper 
(Ermakova, Bordignon, Turenne, & Noel, 2018; Holtz, 
2011; Orasan, 2001). Second, due to its role of com-
municating research results to a broader public at least 

the conclusion) of a paper until we were able answer the three 
questions which define an abstract discussed above (i-iii). 
3 However, we used the full-texts of the papers in cases of 
disagreement on the coding of papers. Overall the inter-
coder-reliability for the coding of overall trade evaluation and 
trade implications ranged around 95%. 
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within the economics profession, abstracts ought to be 
written in rather plain language, which in turn enables 
us to apply discourse analytical methods in the first 
place.  
To obtain representative data of the elite discourse in 
economics related to trade, we draw our research from 
two different data samples. The first sample is compiled 
from the EconLit4 database and includes papers pub-
lished in the “top-five” journals in economics (see also 
Card & DellaVigna, 2013 hereafter TOP5) between 
1997 and 2017. The second sample is obtained from the 
Web of Science5 database and comprises the 1000 most 
cited papers in the field (hereafter TOPCITED) by the 
end of 2017. For both databases we selected papers, 
which refer to trade or trade-specific policies in their 
JEL code (TOP5) and their title, abstract or keywords 
(TOPCITED). After a manual correction, we ended up 
with a sample of 322 papers in TOP5 and the 100 most 
cited papers in TOPCITED6. In all, our sample repre-
sent a comprehensive picture of the current discourse 
about trade in elite economic journals. 
In a further step we took a closer look at the content of 
the papers in our sample and followed a two-fold ap-
proach. First, we examined the overall evaluation of 
trade in the abstracts and distinguished between the 
four categories “positive”, “negative”, “neutral” and 
“ambivalent”, the latter being a mixed evaluation, 
where positive and negative consequences of trade are 
addressed7. A positive evaluation of trade typically in-
cludes references to efficiency gains, welfare, produc-
tivity or product quality increases or the theory of com-
parative advantages of trade. Negative evaluations in 
turn stress issues such as increases in unemployment, 
negative distributional or environmental effects of trade 
increases. The category “neutral” applies for papers 
without any kind of at least implicit normative evalua-
tion of trade.  
Secondly, we also coded the papers in our sample ac-
cording to whether the authors refer to different levels 

 
4 EconLit is published by the American Economic Associa-
tion (AEA) 
5 Web of Science (WoS) is maintained by Clarivate Analytics. 
6 See appendix for a detailed description of the sampling pro-
cess. However, we manually excluded papers, where “trade” 
is used in a context other than international trade such as 
“trade(-)off”, “trade(rs)” or trade in the context of mecha-
nism design, game theory or financial market issues. 
7 Although we basically used the abstracts for the coding of 
the papers, we included the full papers in cases where we 

of implications of trade. In doing so, we distinguished 
between the four codes “economic”, “policy”, “social 
and cultural” as well as “environmental” implications 
(see Table 1).  
 
 
 
 

Table 1 Implications and impacts of trade 
Implications and 
impacts of trade 

Related topics 

“economic” e.g. prices, cost structures, produc-
tivity, market structures, ex-
port/import quotas, firm produc-
tivity 

“policy” e.g. tariffs, custom unions, trade 
agreements, policy institutions, lib-
eralization and protectionism, trade 
barriers, government interventions 

“social and cultural” e.g. changes in employment/in-
come, living- and working-condi-
tions of workers; class, gender, eth-
nicity and/or cultural background 
of workers 

“environmental and 
ecological” 

e.g. ecological impacts of trade 
(emissions, environmental pollu-
tion, ecosystem), environmental 
trade policies, carbon taxing 

 

4 Results & Discussion: 
The results section is divided into two main parts and 
basically mirrors our mixed-methods approach. The 
first part illustrates a birds-eye view on the overall trade 
discourse derived by quantitative analysis of word fre-
quencies and n-grams. The second part provides an in-
depth analysis of the trade debate. Here, we aim to ex-
amine the core patterns of arguments – dominant trade 
narratives – in the elite discourse. In doing so, we apply 
a discourse analysis in order to highlight dominant 
framings of trade implications as well as the explicit and 
implicit evaluations by the authors. In all, our mixed-
methods approach allows a better understanding of the 

could not decide about a coding on the basis of an abstract; 
in particular when the abstracts were very short. To increase 
reliability, we both classified the papers separately and devel-
oped a common coding system after an initial pre-test, where 
we discussed uncertain cases. In cases of different classifica-
tion of overall trade evaluation, we assigned the respective 
papers to the category “neutral” or “ambivalent”, respec-
tively. 
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way how trade and trade policy issues are addressed in 
top economic journals.  
 

4.1 Talking about trade 
Following our methodological approach of a two-level 
analysis of the trade debate in economics elite discourse 
we first conducted a thematic analysis. For this purpose, 

we applied a mixed-method approach combining quan-
titative and qualitative methods. To get a first overview 
of the debate we divided our sample by years and 
looked at word and n-gram frequencies using the word 
cloud analysis tool of MAXQDA. Table 2 lists the 15 
most frequent words, 2grams and 3grams respectively 
of the overall trade debate sample. 

Table 2 The top 15 words, 2-/ 3-grams in the trade debate. Single words are lemmatized. +(-) indicates an upward (down-
ward) linear trend over time, a constant trend (o) is defined as a slope value between -2*10-4 and +2*10-4. 
 

top 15 words (trend) top 15 2-grams top 15 3-grams 
country (-) 
model (o) 
firm (+) 
export (+) 
good (o) 
market (+) 
international (-) 
cost (o) 
import (+) 
data (+) 
price (+) 
productivity (o) 
growth (o) 
product (o) 
estimate (+) 

comparative advantage 
per capita 
United States 
R&D 
transport costs 
cross country 
Heckscher Ohlin 
monopolistic competition 
equilibrium model 
welfare gains 
capita income 
heterogenous firms 
long run 
wage inequality 
world economy 

gains from trade 
the United States 
terms of trade 
factor content of 
model of trade 
content of trade 
in international trade 
model of international 
per capita income 
general equilibrium model 
international trade in 
of comparative advantage 
the exchange rate 
the growth of 
the terms of 

At first glance, most words and n-grams listed in table 
2 rather unsurprisingly are prominent in an empirical 
and theoretical debate on issues of international trade. 
For instance, and as evidenced by the high frequency of 
*model*, economic research on trade is strongly fo-
cused on developing and testing trade models (see also 
“comparative advantage”, “Heckscher Ohlin”, and 
“(factor) content of (trade)”). However, some frag-
ments may already point towards politically charged is-
sues as evidenced by the high appearance of “United 
States”, “welfare gains”, “wage inequality” and finally it 
is somewhat striking that “gains from trade” is ranked 
first place among the 3grams in our sample.  
Moreover, we also found some evidence for changes in 
the trade debate during the last 20 years, which also al-
lows us to draw some careful conclusions about the 
topical development of the debate. The first column in 
Table 1 shows that issues of trade appear to be dis-
cussed less in an “international” and “country”-level 
context while the “firm”-level focus gains more promi-
nence over time. This observation aligns well with our 
third trade narrative about the prominent role of the 

“exporting firm” within the debate (see below). Fur-
thermore, an increase in words such as “data” and “es-
timate” appear to align well with the overall claim of a 
stronger empirical orientation of economic research 
during the last years (Angrist, Azoulay, Ellison, Hill, & 
Lu, 2017; Backhouse & Cherrier, 2017). Figure 4 pro-
vides a more nuanced and fine-grained picture by show-
ing word clouds of the 25 most frequent 2-grams across 
four time periods (1997-2002, 2003-2007, 2008-2012 
and 2013-2017). While the theory of “comparative ad-
vantage” appears to be a stable theoretical anchor over 
time, there is a shift from a more theoretical debate in 
the first period (e.g. “heckscher ohlin”) towards a pol-
icy-centered discussion around the issue of trade barri-
ers and liberalization in the second period (e.g. rise of 
“transport costs”, “tariff reduction” but also “financial 
openness”). The topical structure of the discourse then 
significantly changes after the financial crisis in 2007ff: 
the debate on trade now evolves around employment 
and “labour market” problems in a globalized world 
economy as evidenced by “wage inequality”, “market 
frictions”, “productive plants” and “goods imports”. 
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Contrary, issues related to financial regulation (“finan-
cial openness”, “financial integration”) are no longer a 
central catchword. Finally, in the last period this debate 
continues to intensify around the topic of “import com-
petition” (see also “imported inputs”, “r&d”) linked 
with “welfare gains” of trade. 
 
Fig. 2 Word clouds (2-grams) of trajectories of the economic 
trade discourse.  

 
 
Considering the overall evaluation of trade we found 
that about half of the papers in our sample (48.1%) pri-
marily refer to positive implications of trade while in 
contrast, about 4.7% report mainly negative implica-
tions. Furthermore, 9.0% are coded as ambivalent, as 
they report positive as well as negative implications of 
trade. However, the remaining share of papers (38.2%) 
takes a rather neutral stance on this issue. Beside this 
general assessment, we furthermore examined changes 
in the evaluation of trade over the last 20 years (see Fig-
ure 5). Again, we split our sample into four time periods 
as defined above. The results indicate a steady but ra-
ther slight increase of critical contributions to the de-
bate on trade and in turn a decrease of papers offering 
a primary positive perspective on trade. Taken together, 
the share of rather critical contributions (negative and 
ambivalent papers) is steadily increasing and reaches a 
peak in the period after the crisis (17.2% of all papers 
in 2008-2012) but then drops in the next period (13.3% 
of all papers in 2013-2017). In contrast, a substantial 
drop in the share of positive papers between the first 
two periods (from 57.3% in 1997-2002 to 43.9% in 
2003-2007) occurs. Historically, this trend aligns well 
with the reaction to the anti-globalization protests 
around the WTO ministerial conference in Seattle in 

 
8 This aligns also well with the observation of substantial time 
lags between submitting a paper to a (top) journal and final 
date of publication (Ellison2002) 

1999 (“the battle of Seattle”) and the G8 Summit in 
Genoa in 20018. In all, despite the slight increase of crit-
ical contributions, figure 5 clearly indicates a substantial 
bias in favor of “pro-trade” publications in the elite de-
bate. 
 
Fig.3 Overall normative trade evaluations over time 

 
 

4.2 Trade narratives 
Overall, we found three core patterns of argument in 
the discourse on trade, which constitute the main elite 
economists trade narrative(s): The first narrative (“free 
trade cheerleading”) describes a clear link between the 
alleged lop-sidedness of economists in favoring free 
trade (policies) in the public debate and the academic 
debate. The second narrative (“ignorance in a world full 
of nails”) relates to particular methodological and con-
ceptual leanings in the profession, which seem to 
deepen the dominance of a particular trade debate 
(among others). The third narrative (“success breeds 
exporting breeds success”) postulates a positive causal 
relation between a firm’s economic performance and its 
export orientation. 
 

4.2.1 “Free trade cheerleading” in economic theory 
The first and apparently most dominant discursive pat-
tern in the elite economics trade debate is the overall 
predominantly supportive stance towards increases in 
trade volume. As already indicated in the thematic anal-
ysis about half of the papers in our sample solely stress 

 

1997-2002
2003-2007

2008-2012 2013-2017

positive negative ambivalent neutral
0.0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

relative share

1997-2002

positive negative ambivalent neutral
0.0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

relative share

2003-2007

positive negative ambivalent neutral
0.0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

relative share

2008-2012

positive negative ambivalent neutral
0.0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

relative share

2013-2017



Aistleitner & Pühringer: trade narratives 
 

 

9 

positive implications of trade. In turn, despite a recent 
slight trend towards more critical contributions, papers 
who mainly stress negative implications of trade in-
creases only account for about 6% of the overall sam-
ple. Considering the linguistic structure of the debate, it 
is striking that the phrase “gains from trade” is among 
the five most frequent 3-gram in our sample, only ex-
ceeded by “empirical studies of”, “models of trade”, 
“international trade organizations” and “terms of 
trade”. This high relevance of gains from trade, typically 
referring to increases in firm or factor productivity or 
simply efficiency gains in the export sector due to 
higher competitive pressure, indicates that the main fo-
cus of authors in the economics elite debate on trade is 
on positive consequences of trade. An illustrative exam-
ple for the bias towards the identification of positive 
implications of trade is provided in an article on the 
ideas and technology flows among heterogeneous 
firms. 

“The free entry condition implies trade liberalization must in-
crease the dynamic selection rate to offset the profits from new 
export opportunities. Consequently, trade integration raises 
long-run growth. Dynamic selection is a new source of gains 
from trade not found when firms are homogeneous.” 
(Sampson, 2016, p. 315) 

Beside the explicit positive evaluation of trade, the 
overall positive stance towards an increase in trade in 
goods and services we also found a rather implicit pos-
itive reference to trade among rather pure theoretical 
papers. Two theoretical approaches frequently refer-
enced in our sample demonstrate this claim. Both, the 
classical theory of comparative advantages developed 
by David Ricardo as well as the Heckscher-Ohlin model 
expanding the former with relative factor abundancy 
and profitability interpret trade increases as efficiency 
gains. Due to their overall positive evaluation of trade 
many authors develop empirical models incorporating 
additional sources of trade-related welfare gains. 

“Using a model of sequential production, in which trade in-
duces a reorganization of production that raises domestic 
productivity, we show that the welfare gains from trade can 
become arbitrarily large.” (Melitz & Redding, 2014, p. 1) 

 
9 In this context, it is also noteworthy to take a closer look at 
the table of contents section of the “Papers and Proceedings” 
of the AEA’s annually held meetings published in the Amer-
ican Economic Review (in total, 72 of the 422 papers (17.1%) 
in our sample). Here, some overarching themes of the ses-

This paper, entitled “Missing Gains from Trade?”, thus 
is a good example to show a political bias in the framing 
of the main message of a paper.9 In a similar vein, also 
new trade theory stresses the role of network effects 
and increasing returns to scale and thus support the as-
sumption that there is a positive correlation between 
trade increases and efficiency gains. Furthermore, we 
also found many papers, where the authors explicitly 
addressed and tried to deconstruct the arguments 
brought forward by critics of globalization and trade in-
creases. Sometimes the critique against opponents of 
further economic integration is thus presented on a per-
sonal level, where critics are even denied credibility. 
“Obviously, the experience of the two giant economies 
of China and India in achieving faster growth and re-
duction in poverty through greater integration into the 
world economy, treating such integration as an oppor-
tunity rather than as a threat, is salutary […] The oppo-
nents of trade who allege that I accentuates or bypasses 
poverty are therefore not credible.” (Bhagwati & Srini-
vasan, 2002, p. 182)By choosing a distinct perspective, 
research question or modeling approach, the authors do 
not only risk to fall prey to confirmation bias (see also 
Rodrik 2018, 156) but also suggest a distinct interpreta-
tion of the (normative) implications of trade, i.e. the 
identification of alternative “scapegoats”. For instance, 
in Davidson, Heyman, Matusz, Sjöholm, and Zhu 
(2012) this is manifested by the view on imperfect insti-
tutions such as “hampered labor markets”, which pre-
vent globalization-induced improvement of worker-
firm-matching and its gains (e.g. productivity increases, 
reduction of unemployment).  
To sum up, a very strong discursive pattern in trade de-
bate in top economic journals, which is also the domi-
nant narrative in quantitative terms is the overall posi-
tive normative evaluation of trade and trade increases. 
We found many examples of explicit as well as implicit 
positive evaluation of trade and in turn hardly any pa-
pers focusing of economic, social, political or environ-
mental problems related to trade increases. In this con-
text, it was particularly enlightening that in many cases 
the positive normative stance towards trade and its ex-
clusive focus on possible welfare gains was a hidden ex 

sions, where the sample papers were presented, already indi-
cate strong presuppositions on benefits of trade such as 
“Feuds over free trade” (2002 meeting), “The great trade col-
lapse from 2008-2009” (2011 meeting) or “Gains from trade 
when firms matter” (2014 meeting). 
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ante assumption in the overall research question. Fur-
thermore, as recently also argued by M. Watson (2017) 
the reference to Ricardo’s comparative advantage con-
cept to demand trade liberalization in poor countries 
provides an illustrative example of historical and politi-
cal decontextualization. Against this backdrop we argue 
that a positive attitude towards trade increases is often 
not based on empirical observations or modelling but 
rather used as a common starting point for empirical 
analysis in economics elite discourse. Hence, the analy-
sis of our sample of trade-related economic papers sug-
gests that it is rather seen as a task for economists to 
highlight additional welfare gains and thus strengthen 
the positive overall narrative of trade with new theoret-
ical and empirical models. Against this backdrop, the 
support for free trade policies as main source of welfare 
gains is taken as granted. 

“The world and the economic system we live in are highly im-
perfect. There is much that needs to be done to make them 
work better. But as we do that, we should maintain a per-
spective that reflects what Winston Churchill said of democ-
racy: The pro-market pro-globalization approach is the worst 
economic policy, except for all the others that have been tried.” 
(Fischer, 2003, 26p.) 

4.2.2  Ignorance in a world full of nails 
Another main discursive pattern in the economics elite 
debate on trade is the narrow focus on economic 
causes, implications and impacts of trade. While it is not 
surprising that economic research is primarily con-
cerned with economic issues, the frequent ignorance to-
wards other-than-economic implication of trade and 
trade policies, raises concerns, particularly given the im-
pact of economic expert advice in this field. The igno-
rance of economics towards empirical and theoretical 
findings of other social sciences though is a long-de-
bated issue the fields of economic sociology (Fourcade, 
Ollion, & Algan, 2015; Goldman, 1997) and philosophy 
of the social sciences (Fine & Milonakis, 2009; Mäki, 
2009). Critical scholars stressed the alleged narrow and 
ignorant focus of economics on the one hand as well as 
the tendency of many economists to apply theoretical 
assumptions and economic methodology on other-than 
economic phenomena and thus coined the label “eco-
nomic imperialism”. In other words, as Mark Blaug 
(2001, p. 152) ironically put it: “Of course, if a person 
has a hammer, everything looks like a nail and if an 
economist has modern tools, then every issue looks like 
a chance to apply those tools”. 

The narrow perspective in the economic elite discourse 
about trade thus manifests in several ways. First our 
coding of trade impacts and implications shows that, 
unsurprisingly, nearly all papers (95%) referred to the 
economic impacts and implications of trade. However, 
slightly more than a fifth (21.8%) of all papers in our 
sample refer to any kind of social (and cultural) impli-
cations of trade. This share seems particularly low, tak-
ing into account that our broadly defined code “social 
and cultural impacts” comprises various issues from in-
equality, distribution, migration, employment trajecto-
ries, the social welfare state, poverty, social standards or 
working conditions in trade policy agreements or gen-
der relations. In contrast, most of these issues are ad-
dressed in the critical debate on the impacts of trade 
and globalization in the political science, international 
relations or sociological literature (Beck, 2018; Crouch, 
2018; Shaikh, 2007; I. Watson, 2017). An even more 
surprising finding of our analysis is that environmental 
issues are hardly ever addressed in our sample of trade 
debate in top economic journals. Overall, only 3.3% of 
all papers refer to any kind of ecological implications or 
impacts of trade. Political implications and impacts of 
trade do play a much more important role in our sam-
ple. However, we observe a decrease over time of pa-
pers referring to any kind of trade-related policies or the 
role of political institutions (from 60,9% in 1997-2002 
to 35.7% in 2013-2017). Hence, in a further step we 
looked closer at the way other-than-economic implica-
tions of trade are discursively framed in the economics 
discourse. 
By doing so, we found that papers dealing with political 
developments or changes in the institutional structure 
of trade are often solely interpreted against the back-
drop of an economic logic and reasoning. Rotemberg 
(2003) and Grossman and Helpman (2005), for in-
stance, develop models which aim to explore the polit-
ical processes that lead to protectionist policies and find 
that  

“[…]at least under certain conditions, even quite weak levels 
of voter altruism can explain antitrade commercial policies de-
signed to protect inefficient sectors. In developed countries, 
many of the sectors that receive protection are “traditional” 
sectors whose members suffer from free trade, and in my model, 
altruistic voters can increase their own utility by averting this 
suffering.” (Rotemberg, 2003, p. 175) 

„[…]parties face a ‘commitment problem,’ because their ex 
ante incentives to promise trade policies that will help them 
win election may diverge from the more parochial concerns that 
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elected legislators will confront ex post. The extent of the com-
mitment problem will depend on the political environment and 
in particular on the instruments that the parties have to re-
ward those who carry through on its promises and the sanc-
tions available to punish those who do not.” (Grossman 
& Helpman, 2005, p. 1241) 

This way, morally based motives for political action (e.g. 
altruism) are reduced to the principle of utility maximi-
zation. Consequently, in these papers political processes 
are reduced to mere market mechanisms in which the 
actions of interest groups, legislators and the public vot-
ers are guided by a cost-benefit logic. Another example 
of a rather idiosyncratic perspective on other-than eco-
nomic implications of trade policies can be found in the 
reference to the role of multinational corporations 
(MNCs) within the global trade regime. MNCs are of-
ten criticized by NGOs and anti-globalization move-
ments due to their alleged powerful impact on govern-
ments in shaping economic, social and environmental 
policy to their advantage. In our sample, however, we 
found 23 abstracts (5.5% of the total sample) including 
terms10 related to MNCs. This relatively small number 
is already surprising since MNCs are key players in the 
world economy (Vitali, Glattfelder, & Battiston, 2011) 
and thus one would expect a higher share of papers 
dealing with power issues beyond the standard monop-
oly/oligopoly model (Exceptions include Antràs & 
Costinot, 2010; Holmes, McGrattan, & Prescott, 2015). 
However, only Gereffi (1999) indeed provides a more 
nuanced picture of power issues related to MNCs11. 
The remaining papers in this subsample mainly treated 
MNCs as pure economic entities: The main focus of re-
search was laid on MNCs response to specific trade pol-
icies (e.g. liberalization shocks or trade barriers) as evi-
denced by the change of trade flows and patterns of 
“intra-firm trade” and “multinational production”. In 
contrast, the particular role MNCs may play in shaping 
the political, social or environmental conditions under 
which global trade takes place are widely ignored in this 
debate (for a noteworthy exception see Rodrik, 2018b).  
A third and last very telling example in this context is 
the econometric approach to interpret policy changes, 
trade agreements or even armed conflicts as “natural 

 
10  Our search terms included “multinational”, “transna-
tional”, “production chain”, “commodity chain”, and “pro-
duction network”. 
11 Despite the fact that the author of this article is a sociolo-
gist (and not an economist) it is also noteworthy that it has 
not been published in a “top-five” journal. 

experiments” to test econometric models. For instance, 
two papers (Bernhofen & Brown, 2004, 2005) use Ja-
pan’s sudden and complete opening up to international 
trade in the 1860s to test the theory of comparative ad-
vantage and quantify its gains. In doing so, they refer to 
the historical context of this event albeit in a very lim-
ited way: Both, the forced breaking up of Japans isola-
tion (which culminated in a civil war supported by 
Western interventions) as well as the social and political 
consequences (the Meiji Restoration) are solely dis-
cussed by means of economic terms. While Bernhofen 
and Brown (2005) substantially revise earlier findings 
claiming large gains of free trade (Huber, 1971), they 
also preclude more alternative explanations regarding 
the economic impact of this specific transition phase 
(e.g. the role of labor institutions, see the discussion in 
Bassino and Ma (2005)).  
Two other papers in our sample (Corbo, 1997; Pavcnik, 
2002) used the military coup in Chile 1973 to investigate 
the consequences of a trade openness shock. In partic-
ular Pavcnik (2002)indicates a complete de-contextual-
ization of an economic phenomenon from its political 
conditions: “Chile presents an interesting setting to 
study this relationship since it underwent a massive 
trade liberalization that significantly exposed its plants 
to competition from abroad during the late 1970s and 
early 1980s” (Pavcnik, 2002). Throughout the paper the 
author does not refer to any political context of the 
trade liberalization or their political implications (for a 
contrasting example see Lebdioui (2019)). Moreover, 
Pavcnik (2002) does not mention Pinochet, dictatorship 
or military at all. Against this background she comes to 
the conclusion that “… in many cases, aggregate 
productivity improvements stem from the reshuffling 
of resources and output from less to more efficient pro-
ducers” (Pavcnik, 2002). In a similar vein, Corbo 
(1997)12 also uses the military coup in Chile as a natural 
experiment of “the breaking up of the old protectionist 
regime” (Corbo, 1997, p. 73). To sum up, a second core 
pattern of argument present in the economics elite de-
bate on trade is the narrow economic focus in most pa-
pers, which is mostly also predominant in arguments 

12 Note again the session theme of the AEA’s 1997 meeting 
where this paper was presented: “Applied Economics in Ac-
tion: Lessons from Chile”. 
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seemingly addressing political and/or social and cul-
tural implications and impacts of trade. In particular, we 
observe that political decisions or trade policy changes 
are interpreted either as exogenous shocks or solely as 
consequences of economic rational behavior. Hence, 
we argue that the economic imperial style of thought 
leads to a systematic ignorance towards other-than-eco-
nomic implications but also causes of trade and global-
izations. In contrast, a broader perspective on trade 
would allow a more balanced and realistic evaluation of 
different levels of gains and problems of free trade pol-
icies. 
 

4.2.3 Success breeds exporting breeds success 
A third narrative we derive from our analysis relates to 
the aspect of exporting and the strong attribution of 
positive properties to “exporting firms”13. More specif-
ically, exporting is said to be either a result or the cause 
of properties such as higher productivity, product qual-
ity and profitability. This way, it is taken for granted that 
exporting is closely related to or even a marker for eco-
nomic success. Against this background a very common 
introductory statement reads like: “the evidence is quite 
clear [that] good firms become exporters” (Bernard & 
Bradford Jensen, 1999, p. 1), “initially more productive 
plants [increase] the export share of sales […] more 
than initially less productive plants” (Verhoogen, 2008, 
p. 489), “high-income countries export high-quality 
goods” (Dingel, 2016, 1551) and “rich countries tend to 
import relatively more from countries that produce 
high-quality goods” (Hallak, 2006, p. 238). On the other 
hand, exporting itself is framed as a beneficial treatment, 
in particular in a development context 14. While the di-
rection of this causality is questioned by earlier papers 
in our sample (Bernard & Bradford Jensen, 1999; 
Clerides, Lach, & Tybout, 1998), we observe a tendency 
of papers finding evidence in favor of the “learning-by-
exporting” hypothesis. For instance, Bustos (2011, 
p. 304) argues that “[…] the increase in revenues pro-
duced by trade integration can induce [Argentinian] ex-
porters to upgrade technology”. Further examples of 
this hypothesis include productivity increases in African 

 
13 This particular narrative is also supported by our quantita-
tive analysis: the words “export”, “import” are among the 
overall top 10 most frequent used words and “quality” and 
“markup” are among the top 10 increasing words over time 
(see Appendix B for more details). 

countries (van Biesebroeck, 2005, p. 373) or the transi-
tion of planned economies to a market economy. Con-
sequently, analyzing the case of Slovenia,  (Loecker & 
Warzynski, 2012, 2468p) “provide a potential explana-
tion for the big measured productivity gains that go 
hand in hand with becoming an exporter.” Moreover, a 
randomized experiment by Atkin, Khandelwal, and 
Osman (2017) reveals that “learning-by-exporting” im-
proves the overall productivity and product quality of 
Egyptian rug producers (including rugs produced for 
the domestic market). The policy-implications they de-
rive from their study are straightforward: 

“Given that this learning is induced by demand for high-qual-
ity products from knowledge-able buyers in high-income coun-
tries, these changes would likely not have occurred as a result 
of increased market access to domestic markets.” (Atkin et 
al., 2017, p. 611) 

Finally, we identify a third and more dynamic compo-
nent of the narrative of exporting as a marker for suc-
cess: the resulting efficiency and welfare gains that arise 
when exporting firms are exposed to competition. In a 
highly cited paper  Melitz (2003, p. 1695) argues that the 
competitive pressure at exporting markets induces a se-
lection process to the advantage of the most productive 
firm. This way, exporting firms facing the constant 
threat of competition push overall productivity and 
thus, total welfare. 

“Although foreign markets are small in plants’ revenues, the 
international economy nonetheless plays an important role in 
determining which producers are in business and which are 
good enough to export.[…]Lower trade barriers, for example, 
tend to nudge out low-productivity plants while enabling the 
highly productive to sell more abroad.[…]Aggregate produc-
tivity rises as employment shifts from low-productivity plants 
driven out by import competition to high-productivity plants 
turning toward export markets.” (Bernard, Eaton, Jensen, 
& Kortum, 2003, p. 1287) 

To sum up, the narrative of the successful exporting 
firm is not only deeply embedded within the wider nar-
rative of economic development. It is also part of the 
greater efficiency-narrative which renders large welfare 
gains conditional on the competitive integration into 
global markets. Consequently, on the level of economic 

14 A notable exception in our sample is Mayer, Melitz, and 
Ottaviano (2014) who examine the performance effects of 
French exporting firms. 
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policy implications, this narrative implies that an open-
ing-up of exporting markets is a promising recommen-
dation particularly for developing countries. 
 

5 Conclusion 
Our paper aims to examine the discourse on trade and 
trade policies in top economic journals applying a mul-
tilevel mixed-method approach. In doing so, we com-
bine quantitative text analysis with a discourse analytical 
approach in order to examine dominant narratives and 
imaginaries present in high impact papers dealing with 
trade and trade-policy issues. We argue, that these core 
discursive framings of trade are a crucial channel for the 
transmission of economic expertise into public debates 
and political decision-making alike. Hence, a better and 
deeper understanding of core trade-related imaginaries 
and narratives allows conceptualizing the role of eco-
nomic expertise in public policy debates in this field and 
thus contributes to ongoing debates about the eco-
nomic consequences of globalization. 
Concerning the overall structure of the debate, we 
found that a positive normative stance towards trade is 
still present in about half of the papers, while “gains 
from trade” is the most frequent 3gram in our sample. 
While a negative overall evaluation of trade rarely oc-
curs (about 5% of all papers) many authors refrain from 
any explicit normative evaluations of trade (38%) or 
provide a balanced perspective comprising positive and 
negative impacts of trade (9%). However, particularly 
our in-depth analysis showed that quite frequently pos-
itive normative evaluations of trade can be traced to the 
very bottom of theoretical assumptions in common 
trade theories such as the Ricardo model of “compara-
tive advantages” or the Heckscher-Ohlin-Vanek model. 
This in turn, leads us to conclude that the predominant 
trade narrative in economic elite discourse constitutes a 
fairly lopsided support for trade liberalization. This bi-
ased perspective is either done by explicitly referring to 
“gains from trade” or simply a result of what was 
termed a theory-ladenness of observation and measure-
ment (Kuhn, 1970), i.e. the implicit assumption that the 
market mechanism will always lead to efficiency gains. 
This way, referring to a quote by Dani Rodrik, we la-
belled our first core trade narrative “’Free trade cheer-
leading’ in economic theory”.  
Much of the critical literature on trade liberalization and 
globalization particularly raises social and ecological 
concerns on an increase in trade in goods and services. 
Economists, in turn are often blamed to ignore other-

than-economic consequences of globalization and 
solely focus on the economic gains of trade (Rodrik, 
2018a). Concerning the other-than-economic conse-
quences and implications of trade and trade liberaliza-
tion our results show two patterns. At first sight, a sub-
stantial share of papers (47%) addresses policy implica-
tions and impacts of trade and to a lesser extent also 
social and cultural implications and impacts of trade 
(about 22%). This certainly is not true for environmen-
tal and ecological issues, which are only referred to in 
less than 4% of all papers in our sample. However, the 
results of our in-depth analysis in which way these 
other-than-economic implications and impacts of trade 
are addressed, show that almost all papers lack any crit-
ical engagement with the respective political or social 
contexts and causes of trade policies. Contrarily, policy 
changes, political agreements or social challenges re-
lated to trade policies are subordinated to a rational eco-
nomic reasoning. Hence, for instance political upheav-
als are used as natural experiments for econometric 
analyses.  
To sum up, we found that many papers transfer a purely 
economic reasoning onto political and social phenom-
ena and though are not able to perceive anything but 
the logic of economic rationality in trade-related poli-
cies. Against the background of our analysis of core nar-
ratives in economic elite debate on trade we show that 
this economic imperial mode of reasoning manifests in 
the great majority of the papers in our sample. This 
leads us to label the second core trade narrative in our 
sample, stressing the imperial style of economic reason-
ing with reference to Mark Blaug “ignorance in a world 
full of nails”.  
The third main trade narrative we detected in our sam-
ple is “success breeds exporting breeds success”. This 
narrative comprises two mutually reinforcing patterns 
of argument. On the one hand, many authors implicitly 
or explicitly interpret the fact that firms are engaging in 
export markets as an indicator for their economic effi-
ciency or their superior economic performance in gen-
eral. On the other hand, an opening up and liberaliza-
tion of domestic economies particularly in emerging 
economies is seen as an opportunity to induce a catch-
ing-up process. Hence, a deeper integration into the 
global economy, which historically for developing 
countries typically meant exporting raw materials and 
primary products, in this narrative directly related to 
economic success. 
Against the background of our empirical results, we ar-
gue that the top economic discourse about trade and 
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trade related policies largely lacks a broader conceptu-
alization of the complex implications and impacts of 
trade liberalization policies. However, taking into ac-
count the social embeddedness of economic action 
(Granovetter, 1985; Polanyi, 1985 [1944]) would allow 
a more comprehensive understanding of this issue. Fur-
thermore, such a broader perspective would also lead to 
a more balanced view on trade liberalization policies in 
economic elite discourse, which in turn would also im-
prove the credibility of economic expertise.  
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