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The phrase "patada a la escalera" (kick away the ladder) encapsulates a powerful critique of free
trade, particularly concerning the historical trajectory of developed nations. This article delves

into the "true story" of free trade, exploring the complex realities often glossed over in
idealized narratives. We will analyze the historical context, examining the strategies employed by
now-developed countries that contradict the very principles of free trade they now advocate for
developing nations. This exploration will cover protectionism, industrial policy, comparative
advantage, and neocolonialism, unpacking the nuances of this contentious economic philosophy.

The Myth of Level Playing Fields: Early Industrialization and
Protectionism

The idealized vision of free trade paints a picture of a level playing field where all nations
compete fairly. However, history reveals a drastically different reality. The economic success of

nations like Great Britain, the United States, and Germany was not built on open markets and
laissez-faire economics from the outset. Instead, these countries actively employed protectionist

measures like tariffs and subsidies during their periods of industrialization. This strategic
protectionism shielded nascent industries from foreign competition, allowing them time to grow and
become competitive. The "patada a la escalera" metaphor aptly describes this process: these nations
used protectionist measures to climb the ladder of economic development, only to later kick away
the ladder, advocating for free trade that leaves developing countries struggling to compete.

This historical context profoundly impacts our understanding of comparative advantage. While the
theory suggests nations should specialize in producing goods they produce most efficiently, it
ignores the crucial role of initial conditions and the unequal power dynamics that shape these

conditions. Developed nations, having already established robust industries through protectionism,
can then leverage their comparative advantage to dominate global markets.

Industrial Policy: Shaping National Economies
Beyond tariffs, developed nations implemented sophisticated industrial policies. This involved

government intervention to guide economic development, prioritizing specific sectors and investing
heavily in research and development. The creation of national champions – companies strategically
nurtured to achieve global dominance – is a prime example. Such actions contrast sharply with the

often-prescribed free market orthodoxy for developing nations, which frequently advocates for
minimal government intervention. This discrepancy further reinforces the "patada a la escalera"
argument, highlighting the hypocrisy inherent in demanding adherence to free market principles

without acknowledging the historical context.

Neocolonialism and Unequal Trade Relations
The critique of free trade extends beyond historical practices; it also addresses present-day
realities. The "patada a la escalera" narrative often ties into discussions of neocolonialism,

arguing that current trade agreements perpetuate unequal power dynamics. Developed nations, through
their economic and political influence, often shape trade rules to their advantage, hindering the
growth of developing nations. This can manifest in various ways, including unfair trade practices,
intellectual property rights limitations, and agricultural subsidies that undercut local producers.

The Counter-Argument and Nuances of Free Trade
It is crucial to acknowledge that proponents of free trade point to numerous benefits, including
increased efficiency, lower prices for consumers, and greater access to goods and services. The

argument isn't solely about rejecting free trade altogether but rather about critically examining
its implementation and historical context. The ideal of free and fair trade necessitates addressing
the power imbalances and unequal playing fields that have historically shaped the global economy.

Genuine free trade, divorced from its historical context of exploitation, should be a goal, but not
at the expense of the developmental needs of emerging economies.
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Conclusion: Reframing the Debate on Free Trade
The "patada a la escalera" narrative provides a powerful lens through which to understand the
complexities of free trade. While the idealized version promotes a utopian vision of equal

competition, the reality often reflects historical practices of protectionism and industrial policy
employed by developed nations. Understanding this history is crucial for fostering a more equitable
and just global trading system. The discussion should move beyond simplistic notions of free market
fundamentalism towards a nuanced approach that acknowledges the historical realities and the need

for strategic interventions to ensure fair competition and sustainable development for all nations.
Ignoring the "patada a la escalera" is ignoring a significant portion of the story of free trade.

FAQ
Q1: What are some examples of historical protectionism?

A1: The British Corn Laws (protective tariffs on imported grain) and the American Smoot-Hawley
Tariff Act (which exacerbated the Great Depression) are prominent examples. Many early

industrializing nations, including the United States and Germany, used tariffs to protect their
infant industries from foreign competition during critical phases of development.

Q2: How does industrial policy differ from laissez-faire economics?

A2: Laissez-faire economics advocates for minimal government intervention in the economy.
Industrial policy, in contrast, involves active government intervention, including subsidies, tax

breaks, targeted investment in specific sectors, and the fostering of national champions –
companies strategically chosen for growth and global competitiveness.

Q3: What is meant by neocolonialism in the context of free trade?

A3: Neocolonialism suggests that developed nations continue to exert economic and political
dominance over developing nations, even after formal colonial rule ended. This dominance can
manifest through unfair trade agreements, debt burdens, and the exploitation of resources,

hindering the economic development of the formerly colonized countries.

Q4: Isn't comparative advantage a fundamental principle of efficient resource allocation?

A4: Comparative advantage is a valid economic principle, but its application relies on a level
playing field. When historical injustices and power imbalances distort the initial conditions, the

principle is rendered less applicable. Developed nations often leverage their pre-existing
advantages, gained through protectionism and industrial policy, to further solidify their dominant

position in global markets.

Q5: What are some alternative approaches to promoting economic development beyond free trade?

A5: Alternative approaches include strategic trade policy, focusing on building domestic capacity
and technological advancement, promoting fair trade practices, addressing debt burdens, and

investing in human capital. These approaches recognize that sustainable development requires a more
holistic and nuanced strategy than simply embracing unrestricted free trade.

Q6: Can protectionism ever be justified?

A6: The justification for protectionism is often debated. Arguments in favor frequently center on
safeguarding infant industries, promoting national security, and addressing unfair trade practices.

However, it’s important to note that protectionist measures can also lead to inefficiencies and
stifle innovation if not implemented carefully and strategically.

Q7: What are the key takeaways from the "patada a la escalera" argument?

A7: The core message is that developed nations have historically used protectionist measures and
industrial policies to achieve economic prosperity, often contradicting the free trade principles

they now advocate for developing countries. This highlights the hypocrisy and systemic inequalities
embedded in the global trading system.

Q8: What are the future implications of this critique?

A8: The ongoing critique of free trade, embodied by the "patada a la escalera" concept, pushes for
a re-evaluation of global trade governance. It calls for more equitable trade rules, greater

consideration of developing nations' needs, and a shift away from simplistic free market dogma
towards a more nuanced and context-aware approach to economic development.

Kicking Away the Ladder: The Real Story of Free Trade – A Critical
Examination

"Patada a la escalera la verdadera historia del libre comercio" – the phrase itself suggests a
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narrative of trickery. This article will delve into this claim, exploring the complex history of
free trade and examining whether the benefits have been fairly allocated globally. The idea of a
"kicked away ladder" conjures the image of a developed nation achieving success by exploiting

advantageous circumstances, only to then deny those same opportunities to developing nations. This
allegation requires careful scrutiny.

The classical advocates of free trade, like Adam Smith and David Ricardo, suggested that
unrestricted trade would lead in mutual gains through specialization and comparative advantage.

Each nation would specialize on producing goods and services where it possessed a inherent
superiority, resulting in increased efficiency and overall wealth. This seemingly simple model,
however, omits to consider the considerable disparities in power and assets between nations.

Historically, many developed countries employed protectionist policies – tariffs, subsidies, and
quotas – during their early stages of industrialization. This enabled them to protect their nascent
industries from foreign rivalry, allowing them to mature and achieve a leading place in the global
market. However, once these nations reached a dominant position, they frequently championed for

free trade, seemingly forgetting the protective measures that facilitated their own ascent. This is
the essence of the "kicked away ladder" simile.

The consequences of this asymmetry are clear. Developing countries often face intense competition
from established industries in developed nations, lacking the means to adequately rival.

Furthermore, many of these developing nations are trapped into producing low-value commodities,
obstructing them from expanding their economies and reaching higher levels of development. The

promise of mutual gains typically falls short, with the benefits unevenly accumulating in the hands
of already wealthy nations.

The argument is not contrary to free trade per se, but rather against a system that sustains
inequity. A better approach necessitates a understanding of historical context and the requirement
for a improved equitable system. This might entail providing assistance to developing countries to
build their infrastructure, invest in education and technology, and bolster their institutions. It
also needs international cooperation to combat issues like unfair trade practices and exploitation

of labor.

In conclusion, the "patada a la escalera" narrative highlights the important requirement to
reconsider the principles of free trade. While free trade could result in significant economic

benefits, its implementation must be just, considering the historical background and the
differences in power and means between nations. A truly globalized system necessitates a commitment

to comprehensive development, ensuring that the benefits of free trade are shared more justly
amongst all participating nations.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ):

1. What is the "kicked away ladder" metaphor in the context of free trade? The metaphor refers to
the historical practice of developed nations using protectionist policies to develop their

economies, then advocating for free trade once they become dominant, leaving developing nations
without the same opportunities.

2. Is free trade inherently bad? No, free trade can generate significant economic benefits.
However, its implementation must be equitable and account for the needs of all participating

nations.

3. What are some practical solutions to address the inequalities associated with free trade? These
include providing development aid, investing in education and infrastructure in developing

countries, and implementing fairer trade practices. International cooperation is also crucial.

4. How can we ensure a more equitable global trading system? By fostering international
cooperation, promoting fairer trade practices, and addressing issues like exploitation and

environmental damage through regulation and responsible policies.
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