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WHAT CAN BE SAID ABOUT FAIRNESS IN RELATION TO TRADE? 

 

Introduction 

Fair trade, as a general idea, accords with some widely held ideas about justice.  Its 

aim is to counteract some of the disadvantages experienced by the worst off people in 

a globalised economy by allowing them to secure a price for their produce that is 

more adequate to supporting a decent livelihood than they could get under completely 

liberalised market conditions.  In practice, though, difficulties reside in the devising 

and implementing of certification schemes that underwrite the fair trade labelling of 

products; these prompt critical questions about the terms of entry into the schemes 

and the conditions to be fulfilled in order for poor producers to benefit from them. 

Furthermore, while the grounding principle of seeking fairness in trade commands our 

ethical attention, the question of what exactly ‘fairness’ means, and how it could 

apply to trade, opens a complex field of inquiry.  

Yet while such an inquiry might seem worthwhile, there is a further problem 

that could pre-empt the point of even attempting to pursue it. In aiming to account for 

what fairness means in relation to trade, one presupposes that it does mean something, 

but here is the challenge: there are two very influential currents of sceptical thought 

according to which nothing that is really useful and intellectually respectable can be 

said on the subject of fair trade. One influential sceptical thought (S1) is that trade is 

distinguished from theft, extortion, piracy and so on, precisely in virtue of conforming 

to norms that are accepted by all parties involved and are therefore – in a pretty clear 

and robust sense – fair.  If trade is necessarily fair, then, those who advocate ‘fair 

trade’ as if it were opposed to free trade have apparently not really understood what 

trade is. A separate line of sceptical argument (S2) would attempt not to claim that 

trade is necessarily fair but that trade cannot really be either fair or unfair.  So to 

apply the category of ‘fairness’ to trade is simply a mistake.  The concept of fairness 

applies when considering how people ought to apportion benefits and burdens 

between one another – as in John Rawls’s theory of distributive justice as fairness, for 

example – because justice is the sort of thing that involves fairness.  Trade, by 

contrast, is oriented to a different sort of value, and is more appropriately assessed by 

criteria of efficiency than justice: thus if someone says you ought to buy this or sell 
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that they are not advising you about ethics or justice but about what is prudent market 

behaviour. 

 In order to develop ideas about fairness in relation to trade, therefore, one 

needs to engage those sceptical arguments and to defend a distinctive third view, 

namely, that trade can be, but is not always, fair: for if S1 were true there would be no 

need to campaign for fairness in trade; and if S2 were true there would be no 

possibility of a meaningful campaign.   

 

Critical assessment of argument that trade is necessarily fair 

S1 holds that trade is necessarily fair on the grounds that people freely engage in it.  

On this view, free trade is fair trade.   

 The holder of this view has a point: if parties to trade are not forced to enter 

into their trading relationship, and if each is assumed to gain something from doing so 

– as seems reasonable to assume, else why would they freely do so? – then there is a 

sense in which the relation must be a fair one.  The deal may not be ideal, or even 

equally advantageous, for each, but it can still be fair.  As in a competitive sport, for 

instance, one team may beat the other, but if the rules of the game are fairly applied 

and each team plays fairly, the result is a fair one.  The analogy also serves to remind 

us not to confuse the idea of fairness with other ideas, like that of equality. 

 Still, fairness should not be confused, either, with another idea – namely, 

freedom.  Otherwise one risks begging a critical question: why assume that because a 

practice is engaged in freely it is thereby necessarily fair? We at least need to consider 

what definition of that contested concept ‘freedom’ is invoked and how it is to apply.  

Thinking about what freedom means in relation to trade, we should recognize that 

trade is not simply about isolated individual actions.  So the point about an agent’s 

freely entering a trading arrangement making it thereby a fair one captures only part 

of a wider situation. There is more to trade than entering contracts, and so only on a 

very narrow definition of trade would the point clearly hold.  In real trading contexts 

there have to be different sets of producers, infrastructures supporting them, and 

norms governing relations between them.  Thus questions concerning a range of 

variables arise, such as: What are the rules of the game for trading? Who sets them? 

What is traded? What are conditions of its production? Who gets what from whom on 
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what basis?  If goods are traded for money, what is the source of latter? What 

underwrites its value? How did it come into being?  We find, in short, a host of 

contextual questions about economics, politics, law, history, geography, anthropology, 

international relations, and so on.  These questions merit our attention, and are not 

pre-empted by the first sceptical argument. 

 

Critical assessment of argument that trade cannot be either fair or unfair. 

According to the second sceptical view (S2), questions about the fairness or otherwise 

of trade are simply misplaced.  Fairness is a term of normative evaluation, cognate 

with ideas of equity and justice; but trade is not about trying to achieve equity or 

justice.  Trade is simply a means through which different parties engage in practices 

of exchange with the aim of maximising their own advantage as measured against 

their interests.  In the process (due to what, since Ricardo, we have known as 

comparative advantage) they increase the aggregate sum of advantages drawn: it is a 

‘positive sum’ game.  Trade, then, is not about fairness but about efficiency; the total 

amount of (tradable) good enjoyed in the world is increased by trade; if some parties 

lose out, or feel they do, then this is not unfairness but simply incompetence or 

inefficiency on their part. 

 There is certainly something to be said for this view, since it does capture the 

motivation that normally impels parties into trading relations.  But again, as with (S1), 

we have to recognize that this, too, has a narrow basis.  Granting that trade in and of 

itself is merely a means used in the pursuit of other ends means allowing that the 

argument that mere means cannot be right or wrong, fair or unfair has some attraction.  

But how much?  In the USA, for instance, there is a section of society that says ‘guns 

don’t kill people; people kill people’ and on this basis they object to restricting trade 

in guns.  If others of us regard this as a specious argument, our reasoning includes the 

thought that efficiency in the dissemination of lethal weapons is a social harm – and a 

much greater one than impeding it would be.  Harm is not the same as unfairness, of 

course, but distributing harm can be: there might be a kind of rough justice at work if 

only people who owned guns got killed by guns; but often it is unarmed victims and 

bystanders.  A society that allows this is allowing a pretty egregious kind of 

unfairness!  Once we recognize that there can be legitimate limits to the kinds of thing 
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that can be traded we are already thinking about wider contexts; we can continue from 

there to think, for instance, about whether free trade in goods whose production 

wreaks social or ecological harms is really ethically neutral.  The problem of 

unfairness in trade is thereby recognized as one not about trade per se – here heeding 

the sceptics’ narrow point – but about wider contextual concerns with how production 

is organised at input the input stage and how rewards are distributed as outputs of the 

process; it takes account of how some are positioned with structural advantages and 

others with structural disadvantages.  It is this wider perspective that the question 

about fairness in trade opens up. 

 

Conclusion 

Many academics are understandably wary of invoking ‘fairness’: it is an unscientific 

term that is liable to a variety of interpretations; and for each interpretation, there can 

be divergent views on how to implement it; moreover, we also know that the term can 

be used naively, moralistically, or opportunistically by people seeking to muster 

public support in one way or another.  And yet the values that the term ‘fairness’ 

stands for are at the heart of our very conception of a decent human life lived in 

society with others.  I therefore believe that political philosophers are called to 

perform a modest but useful service in showing how ethical thinking can negotiate a 

path between the temptations of relativism on one side and dogmatism on the other to 

reveal the core of an idea that does, in fact, enjoy widespread agreement.  That way, 

we can have some confidence in our convictions – including about the ethical value of 

trying to be fair – while at the same time being duly cautious about the particular 

claims that may be made by this campaigner or that critic regarding specific products 

of policies given a label of ‘fair trade’. 

 

 


