
CHANGING VIEWS OF

COMPARATIVE ADVANTAGE

International trade theory is based on the funda
mental concept of comparative advantage. This 
concept refers to the relative cost or productivity 
advantage one country enjoys over others in the pro
duction of certain commodities. Since the early 
nineteenth century, economists have employed the 
concept to explain why nations trade, to demonstrate 
the gains from trade, and to predict the commodity 
composition and geographical pattern of trade flows.

Events, empirical research, and policy debates have 
all combined in recent years to focus attention once 
again on the subject of comparative advantage. 
Chief among the events has been the sharp deteriora
tion of the U. S. merchandise trade balance since 
1964, culminating in the $2.9 billion deficit in 1971 
— the first deficit since 1935. This experience has 
convinced many observers that there has been an ad
verse structural shift in the sources of U. S. com
parative advantage, an interpretation that is rela
tively new. Up to 1970, short-run, cyclical in
fluences rather than long-run structural factors were 
cited as the principal cause of the dwindling trade 
balance. That is, domestic inflation accompanying a 
sharp business upswing, associated in part with the 
Vietnam War, was thought to be the chief factor con
tributing to a strong surge in U. S. imports and to 
declining price competitiveness of U. S. exports. 
Specifically, analysts attributed the trade balance 
deterioration to such factors as excess aggregate de
mand, slowing productivity growth, escalating wage 
rates, and rising unit labor costs— all characteristics 
of the inflationary boom of the late 1960’s. By 1971, 
however, the inflation interpretation seemed inade
quate. For instance, excess demand had been elimi
nated in the recession of 1970. It is true that cost- 
push inflation had not disappeared, but its effect 
on the trade balance should have been partly neutra
lized by price movements abroad. In 1971, many of 
this country’s trade competitors were experiencing 
rates of inflation, rises in unit labor costs, and in
creases in export prices that outstripped those here. 
Despite this relative improvement on the inflation 
front, however, the U. S. trade balance deterioration 
persisted. But if cyclical changes in relative rates 
of inflation could not explain all of the trade balance 
decay, what additional explanations might there be?

Some economists began to suspect that long-run 
forces were altering the basic determinants (techno
logical superiority, factor proportions, resource avail
ability) of the pattern of U. S. comparative ad
vantage.

Suspicions of an adverse structural shift in U. S. 
comparative advantages were strengthened by other 
developments, including: ( 1 ) the phenomenal rise 
in the economic capability of such leading U. S. 
trade partners as Japan and Germany; (2 ) the trend 
toward increased economic integration within re
gional trade blocs, which has resulted in intra-bloc 
trade creation and extra-bloc trade diversion; and 
(3 ) the growth of the multinational corporation, 
which has provided a major channel for the inter
national transmission of technology, capital, and 
managerial skills. These developments have forced 
policymakers and businessmen to reassess longer- 
run U. S. trade prospects.

The resurgence of discussion on the topic of com
parative advantage has not resulted solely from de
velopments on the world trade scene, however. 
Statistical research, too, has played a role. Recent 
empirical studies have severely challenged some long- 
established notions about the nature and sources of 
U. S. comparative advantage. For example, as re
cently as the mid-1950’s it was widely believed that 
the superior competitive position of U. S. products 
in world markets stemmed from the large stock of 
tangible capital with which American labor worked. 
Moreover, the structure of U. S. comparative ad
vantage was thought in some quarters to be stable 
and enduring. Within the past decade, however, re- 
seachers have found evidence indicating that U. S. 
comparative advantage emanates from skills, knowl
edge, and technology rather than from a high 
capital/labor ratio, and that the structure of com
parative costs is continually being altered by the 
generation and diffusion of technical knowledge.

The subject of comparative advantage has also 
surfaced in current debates over trade policy. 
Modern protectionists claim that the comparative- 
cost doctrine has little contemporary validity, while 
free-traders maintain that it is still a valid policy 
guide.

These recent events, empirical studies, and policy
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debates have had a substantial impact on interna
tional trade theory. Current explanations of com
parative advantage differ markedly from older, tra
ditional explanations. This article indicates how 
economists’ conceptions of the nature and sources 
of comparative advantage have been altered by recent 
empirical research and by the changing position of 
the United States in world trade.

The Classical Doctrine of Comparative Advan
tage A  nation is said to have a comparative ad
vantage in the production of a good when its efficien
cy in producing that good compared to its efficiency in 
producing another good is higher than that of other 
nations. The first clear statement of this concept 
dates back to the early nineteenth century when 
David Ricardo formulated his celebrated England- 
Portugal, cloth-wine example. Suppose that in Eng
land it takes 10 labor hours to produce a unit of 
cloth and 12 labor hours to produce a unit of wine. 
That is, the productivity of an hour of English 
labor is 1/ 10  unit of cloth or 1/ 12  unit of wine. 
In Portugal, however, the labor requirements per 
unit of output are nine and eight, respectively, in 
cloth and wine. That is, the productivity of an hour 
of Portuguese labor is 1/9 unit of cloth or 1/8 unit 
of wine. Then the ratio of labor productivity (output 
per labor hour) in cloth production to that in wine 
production is higher for England than for Portugal 
(12 /10  vs. 8 /9 ) . England, in this example, al
though absolutely less efficient than Portugal in the 
production of both commodities, nevertheless clearly 
has a comparative advantage in cloth. Portugal, 
conversely, has a comparative advantage in wine.

Ricardo’s chief objective in using his illustration 
was to demonstrate the mutual profitability of inter
national specialization and free trade, i.e., that the 
gains from trade would accrue to all nations. Ricardo 
explained that each nation, by specializing in the 
production and export of its comparative advantage 
good, could obtain the other good with a smaller 
sacrifice of its export good than if it endeavored to 
produce the import good itself with labor transferred 
from the export industry. If England, for example, 
sought to be self-sufficient in wine, the production 
of each unit of that commodity would require the 
release from cloth production of labor-hours suf
ficient to produce 12/10 units of cloth. The cloth 
cost, therefore, of each wine unit in England (12 /10) 
is much higher than its cost in Portugal (8 /9 ) .  
Similarly, the wine sacrifice per unit of cloth in a 
self-sufficient Portugal (9 /8 )  would be higher than 
in England (10 /12 ). Clearly, Englishmen could 
obtain wine more cheaply by producing cloth and

trading it to Portugal, where a unit of wine costs 
less than one unit of cloth, than by producing it at 
home at a cost of more than one unit of cloth. Like
wise, Portuguese could get cloth more cheaply by 
producing wine and trading it to England, where 
cloth costs less than one unit of wine, than by pro
ducing it domestically at a cost of more than one 
wine unit. In short, by specializing and engaging in 
free trade, England could obtain wine from Portugal 
at a smaller sacrifice of English cloth, and Portugal 
could obtain cloth from England at a smaller sacrifice 
of Portuguese wine. Each nation, therefore, could 
obtain via specialization and trade more of both 
goods from the same amount of labor input or, al
ternatively, obtain the same amount of goods witli 
less expenditure of labor, than if it endeavored to be 
self-sufficient. As Ricardo emphasized, these gains 
from trade in no way depended on absolute levels 
of productivity. For instance, one country might be 
absolutely more efficient than its trading partners in 
the production of all commodities; yet that country 
would still find trade beneficial as long as its relative 
costs, or productivity ratios, differed from those in 
other countries.

Taking their cue from Ricardo, other nineteenth 
century classical economists attributed comparative 
advantages solely to national differences in relative 
labor productivity, i.e., ratios of output per man 
hour for pairs of commodities. No explicit recogni
tion was given, in the classical analysis, to the 
productivity of other factor inputs, such as capital 
and land, nor was it explained why the labor produc
tivity ratios differed among countries.

The Factor-Proportions Theory Later, in the 
1920’s and 1930’s, economists added a second factor 
of production, capital, to the model and attempted 
to link comparative advantages to nations’ relative 
endowments of capital and labor. According to the 
factor-proportions theory, a country with a rela
tively high capital/labor ratio would export capital- 
intensive commodities and import labor-intensive 
ones. The former commodities tend to be relatively 
inexpensive in the capital-rich country, because they 
use intensively the country’s relatively abundant 
(hence relatively cheap) resource, capital. Labor-in
tensive commodities, however, tend to be compara
tively dear since they embody large amounts of the 
country’s relatively scarce and expensive resource, 
labor. Conversely, a country with a relatively high 
labor/capital ratio would export labor-intensive goods 
and import capital-intensive ones. Each country has 
a comparative advantage in producing goods that use 
intensively the country’s relatively plentiful resource.
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In short, each country’s product-mix, as well as the 
commodity composition and geographical pattern of 
its trade, would be determined by international dif
ferences in factor proportions.

Leontief’s Test Although relatively simple, the 
factor proportions theory seemed to exhibit con
siderable explanatory power, thereby accounting for 
its almost universal acceptance prior to the early 
1950’s when its validity was finally challenged by 
empirical research. The factor-proportions theory 
predicted that the U. S., certainly the most capital- 
abundant country in the world, would export capital- 
intensive goods and import labor-intensive ones. 
But a 1953 study by Harvard University’s Wassily 
Leontief revealed that, contrary to the theory, U. S. 
exports were actually less capital-intensive than U. S. 
imports. Evidently, the U. S. had a comparative ad
vantage in relatively labor-intensive goods and a 
comparative disadvantage in relatively capital-in
tensive ones, despite the relative scarcity of labor 
and the relative abundance of capital in this country.

Leontief’s paradoxical findings created much con
sternation among adherents of the factor proportions 
theory. Leontief himself attempted to reconcile his 
findings with the theory by suggesting that U. S. 
labor is three times more efficient than foreign labor, 
the difference being due to “ entrepreneurship and 
superior organization” rather than to a high capital/ 
labor ratio. In other words, U. S. labor measured 
in terms of efficiency units (i.e., units of equivalent 
foreign labor) is three times more plentiful than 
when conventionally measured (i.e., U. S. man 
years). Thus, because of the efficiency factor, or 
labor-quality differential, of three, the U. S. is 
actually a labor-abundant country. Consequently, 
the measured factor composition of U. S. trading 
patterns conforms to the factor proportions explana
tion. Leontief’s conjecture, however, was an un
satisfactory resolution of the paradox, because it 
did not adequately identify the factors augmenting 
labor’s efficiency. Subsequent research has focused 
on the precise specification of these factors. In con
trast to Leontief, however, recent researchers have 
tended to treat these efficiency-augmenting factors as 
types of capital instead of as additional units of labor.

Sources of U. S. Comparative Advantage If U. S.
comparative advantage is not based on the large 
amount of tangible capital per worker in this 
country, then what is its basis? Several possible 
sources of comparative advantage have been studied, 
including, among others: ( 1 ) the large amounts of 
human capital embodied in the labor force, i.e., high 
labor skills stemming from education and training;

( 2 ) technological superiority based on research and 
development (R  and D ) expenditures; (3 ) economies 
of scale resulting from the large domestic market, 
which enables goods to be produced at lower costs 
in the U. S. than abroad; (4 ) greater availability of 
entrepreneurial talent and innovativeness in the U. S. 
than abroad; (5 ) the domestic availability of certain 
raw materials combined with their nonexistence 
abroad; and ( 6 ) tariff structures that bias U. S. 
production and export toward labor-intensive com
modities.

Empirical Findings O f the possible determinants 
of U. S. comparative advantage, the most important, 
according to recent empirical studies, appear to be 
human capital (skills) and R and D activity. Recent 
studies indicate that inputs of human capital—  
measured either by the capitalized value of the dif
ferential between the annual wages of skilled and 
unskilled labor, or by the ratio of highly skilled 
workers to total workers— tend to be significantly 
higher in U. S. industries with strong net export 
positions than in those industries having weak export 
positions. Moreover, comparisons of representative 
bundles of U. S. export and import-competing goods 
(the latter being a proxy for foreign-produced im
ports) show the former to have a higher skill con
tent than the latter. In fact, when estimates of 
human capital are combined with estimates of tangible 
capital in a measure of total capital input, U. S. ex
ports become more total-capital-intensive than the 
products of U. S. import-competing industries. Re
searchers have also found fairly strong positive cor
relations between various measures of industry R  
and D activity (e.g., R and D spending as a per
centage of total sales, or the ratio of scientists and 
engineers to total employment) and alternative 
indices of export performance (e.g., gross and net 
exports as a percent of total sales, or U. S. share of 
total exports of major industrial countries).

These studies, of course, are not without short
comings, and should be interpreted with some 
skepticism. For example, the assumption that wage 
differentials (a measure of skill differences) stem 
solely from disparities in education, training, and 
other types of human investment, seems unwarranted. 
Also, in view of the probable close correlation be
tween skill intensity and R and D activity in given 
industries, one could question whether skills and R 
and D activity are mutually exclusive determinants 
of comparative advantage. Despite these short
comings, however, recent evidence is sufficient to 
suggest that the chief determinants of our com
parative advantage are ( 1 ) human capital and
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(2 ) technological superiority, as represented by R 
and D activity.

The importance of the technology factor is il
lustrated in Chart 1, which contrasts the strong 
trade surplus in technology-intensive manufactured 
products with the increasing trade deficit in non
technology-intensive products. H igh-technology 
products account for more than one-half of U. S. 
total exports and about one-third of total imports. 
Low-technology products, too, compose roughly one- 
third of U. S. total imports but constitute only one- 
eighth of U. S. exports.

Factor-Proportions or Technology Gap? The
finding that U. S. exports are skill-intensive and 
technology oriented is consistent with both the old 
factor-proportions interpretation of comparative ad
vantage and a newer interpretation based on the 
concept of a “ technology gap.” As mentioned pre
viously, the older interpretation is still valid pro
vided one extends the concept of capital to include 
labor skills (human capital) and capital-embodied 
technology as well as tangible capital (plant and 
equipment). That is, with capital broadly defined, 
advocates of the factor-proportions theory can still 
maintain that U. S. exports are indeed capital in
tensive, as the theory predicts.

Many economists, however, prefer a newer in
terpretation, which states that labor skills and 
technology indirectly promote the development of 
temporary trade advantages by fostering the new 
product or process innovations that generate those 
advantages. This interpretation of the role of skills 
and technology in the creation of comparative ad
vantages is a component of a new theory of inter
national trade.

The New View The new view integrates a 
number of previously mentioned determinants of 
comparative advantage into a dynamic, “ technology 
gap”  explanation of international trade. According 
to this theory, the availability of entrepreneurial, 
scientific, and engineering talent enables domestic 
firms to generate continually the sophisticated new 
products increasingly demanded by consumers in 
the affluent U. S. After its introduction in the do
mestic market, a new good is usually exported to 
profitable foreign markets. The knowledge, tech
nical capabilities, and special managerial skills re
quired for the successful introduction of the innova
tion provides the U. S. producer with an initial ad
vantage in world markets. In other words, U. S. 
competitiveness is based on a “ technology gap.”

The technological advantage enjoyed by the U. S.

producer is transitory, however. The technology gap 
is continually narrowing for particular products as 
knowledge of the innovation spreads abroad and 
foreign producers adopt it. Eventually the transfer 
of technology is completed, and the technological 
lead of the U. S. in this product vanishes. Produc
tion of the good may eventually pass almost entirely 
from the U. S. to foreign countries, which then ex
port it to the U. S.

Note, however, that while this country’s techno
logical advantages in some products are disappearing, 
others are constantly being created. The entire 
structure of trade advantages, in fact, is continually 
being modified by the simultaneous destruction and 
generation of technology gaps. It is this dynamic 
conception of comparative advantage, which views 
individual advantages as transient components of an 
evolving structure, that distinguishes the new view 
from the older interpretations.
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Faster Diffusion of Technology An important 
implication of the new view is that U. S. producers 
systematically must generate innovations as rapidly 
as knowledge of the old technology is disseminated 
abroad, if the U. S. is to maintain its traditionally 
strong foreign trade position in manufactured goods. 
Pessimists fear that it is becoming more difficult for 
U. S. producers to maintain the required pace of 
innovation.

For one thing, the required pace may be increas
ing. Foreign producers seem to adopt new methods 
more quickly now than they formerly did. The in
ternational diffusion of technical knowledge is much 
faster than it used to be. Trade in research-in
tensive new products, international licensing and 
sale of patents, foreign travel by scientists and pro
fessionals, private direct investment, and, of course, 
faster means of transportation and communication 
all serve as vehicles for the rapid transmission of 
technical knowledge. The more rapid spread of 
technology, of course, shrinks the average lead-time 
that U. S. producers have to profitably exploit 
foreign markets. In short, acceleration in the rate 
of transfer of technology may have increased the 
required rate of innovative activity while simul
taneously reducing the potential profitability of any 
given innovation and thus the incentive of U. S. 
producers to undertake it.

The Multinational Firm A  major factor con
tributing to the more rapid propagation of U. S. 
technology has been the phenomenal growth in direct 
investment by U. S. firms in manufacturing fa
cilities abroad. Such investment, the outstanding 
value of which increased from $32 billion in 1960 
to $71 billion in 1970, promotes the transfer of 
technology in two ways. First, investment is often 
accompanied by direct transfer of a “ package” of 
capital, production techniques, skills, and managerial 
methods to foreign subsidiaries. Skilled personnel 
are often considered as indispensable complementary 
inputs to be used in combination with physical 
capital facilities. Therefore, managerial and technical 
people are frequently dispatched abroad by the 
parent firm to tend the equipment as well as to 
advise and train the employees of its subsidiaries. 
Second, the increased competition provided by U. S 
subsidiaries stimulates local producers to adopt the 
latest technology and spurs them to undertake in
novative activity of their own.

Pessimists also fear that our research lead is being 
eroded by the willingness of other industrial powers 
to devote a greater proportion of their resources to 
productive research than we do. Although R  and

D spending in the United States is almost triple that 
of Western Europe and eight times that of Japan, 
too much of this spending, it is claimed, is for sterile 
defense purposes. Our civilian research effort—  
measured by civilian R and D expenditures as a per
cent of GNP or by the proportion of the population 
engaged in civilian R and D work— was surpassed 
by that of Japan and Western Europe in the 1960’s.

The pessimists’ case is by no means proved, how
ever. It is too early to determine whether the U. S. 
has suffered a permanent reduction in its techno
logical lead. A  longer run perspective is useful here. 
One need only remember that as recently as five 
years ago spokesmen for the nations of Western 
Europe were raising the specter of inevitable domina
tion of European markets by U. S. owned firms (the 
so-called “ American Challenge”  thesis of French 
journalist J. J. Servan-Schreiber). These same 
people were also predicting a growing technology 
gap, with Europe receding progressively behind the 
U. S. position of technological superiority. More
over, these people were lamenting the loss of 
scientists and other skilled professionals to the U. S. 
via emigration (the so-called “ brain drain” ). Just 
as the tide has turned for Western Europe, so it may 
also turn for the U. S. In contrast to the pessimists, 
some observers are confident that U. S. producers 
can continue to generate innovations at an expanded 
rate. Moreover, the optimists point out that the 
transfer of technology is two-way, i.e., U. S. pro
ducers have benefitted from the reverse transfer of 
foreign innovations, capital, and skilled personnel. 
Finally, contrary to the “ sterility” contention of the 
pessimists, defense related research expenditure may 
ultimately have a high commercial pay-off, although 
admittedly the rate of technological advance may be 
less than it would be if the same research effort 
were allocated by the private sector according to 
economic instead of military criteria.

Is the Comparative Advantage Principle Ob
solete? Does the doctrine of comparative ad
vantage provide a useful and valid guide for trade 
policy in the modern world? Should the U. S. con
tinue to press for freer trade according to the 
dictates of this doctrine, even though foreign goods 
are becoming increasingly competitive with ours? 
Should the U. S. adhere to the doctrine and dis
continue producing goods that can be obtained at 
lower opportunity cost via importation than via do
mestic production? These questions form the heart 
of much of the current controversy surrounding U. S. 
foreign economic policy.

Protectionists, convinced that freer external trade
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and investment would result in the export of U. S. 
jobs and the loss of U. S. technological supremacy, 
argue that the comparative advantage doctrine has 
little contemporary validity, although admittedly the 
doctrine might apply in a static world. In a 
stationary world, capital and labor would be fixed 
in quantity and immobile internationally. Moreover, 
technological change would be absent, thereby freez
ing international differences in technology at their 
initial levels. In such a world each nation would 
have a well-defined, enduring set of comparative ad
vantages based either on factor proportions or on 
technological superiority. There would be no prob
lem of sudden shifts in the ranking of comparative 
cost differences with consequent disruption in the 
industrial com position of the w orld ’s major 
economies. The stability and durability of the pat
tern of comparative advantages would insure the 
virtual absence of risks of specialization.

In the real world, however, these conditions are 
violated. The real world is dynamic, not stationary. 
Change is the rule; static conditions the exception. 
Factors of production are mobile internationally; and 
technological leadership waxes and wanes, contrary 
to the assumptions underlying the classical free trade 
model. Protectionists contend that the international 
mobility of capital and managerial resources can 
quickly alter factor proportions. For example, a 
domestic U. S. industry could exhibit a high ratio 
of capital and entrepreneurial skill relative to labor 
and natural resources in one decade, but a low one 
in the next, as U. S. capital and management go 
abroad to combine with foreign labor and natural 
resources. Similarly, the rapid dissemination of 
knowledge may eliminate and even reverse a nation’s 
technological lead. In short, in the modern world, 
there is no stable, lasting basis for comparative ad
vantages. The list of rankings is constantly shifting. 
Protectionists maintain that the rapidly shifting list 
of comparative advantages requires an unattainable 
degree of adaptability in the economy. Lacking in
finite flexibility, the economy cannot alter its product- 
mix or reallocate its resources swiftly enough to 
keep up with changing comparative cost conditions. 
Consequently, free trade must lead to structural 
maladjustment, resource unemployment, and periodic 
deficits in the merchandise trade balance.

Thus, according to the protectionist argument, a 
free-trade policy is harmful to a country confronted 
with shifting comparative advantages and con
strained by an imperfectly flexible industrial struc
ture. This very line of reasoning has been employed 
by labor leaders and businessmen who advocate con
trols on U. S. trade and direct foreign investment.

The free trade school disagrees with the pro
tectionists. While not denying that comparative ad
vantages change more rapidly today than in Ricardo’s 
time, free traders think that the economy has suf
ficient flexibility to adjust to such changes. Free 
traders do not necessarily believe that the declining 
merchandise trade balance is indicative of a funda
mental incapacity of the economy to adjust. Instead, 
they see it as a perfectly normal adaptation to chang
ing comparative advantages, in which our net exports 
of merchandise have been supplanted by net exports 
of capital, technology, and skills. In fact, some free 
traders are predicting persistent deficits in the U. S. 
merchandise trade accounts over the next several 
decades. This prospect does not alarm them, how
ever. They think the merchandise trade deficits can 
be offset by earnings from net exports of services 
together with the dividend earnings of U. S. capital 
located abroad, thereby maintaining overall equi
librium of our total balance of payments. That is, 
the earnings of new U. S. comparative advantage 
activities— supplying the rest of the world with ad
vanced services, skills, and technology either em
bodied in capital or complementary to it— would 
compensate for the deficit incurred in this country’s 
former comparative advantage activity, merchandise 
trade. If the U. S. reaches a position characterized 
by a persistent trade deficit offset by net exports of 
services and return on foreign investment, it will 
have attained the same “ mature creditor” stage in 
the development of its balance of payments that 
Great Britain reached in the nineteenth century. 
Great Britain, although confronted with a chronic 
excess of imports over exports, experienced little 
difficulty up to W orld W ar I in balancing its inter
national accounts. That country simply covered its 
import surplus with the interest and dividend yield 
from its accumulated foreign investments.

In answer to protectionist claims that trade re
strictions are needed because the economy is not 
sufficiently adaptable to changing comparative ad
vantages, free traders point out that trade restrictions 
would actually reduce adaptability. By shielding 
domestic producers from foreign competition, pro
tection would permit them to be more sluggish in 
adapting to technological change initiated abroad. 
Finally, free traders point out that comparative ad
vantages zvithin the U. S. are continually being 
altered by changes in tastes, technology, and the 
geographical location of resources. Yet, protectionists 
do not advocate restrictions on domestic trade or on 
the domestic migration of labor and capital.

Free traders, of course, are not unaware of the 
dislocations incidental to rapid change. But they
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emphasize that such dislocations are better alleviated 
by tax-financed adjustment assistance (job  retrain
ing, employment counseling, relocation subsidies, 
etc.) than by departure from the principle of com
parative advantage. Financed by the beneficiaries 
of change, adjustment assistance would permit a 
more equitable sharing of the costs of change while 
simultaneously redirecting dislocated resources into 
the new lines of comparative advantage.

In short, free traders point out that the doctrine 
of comparative advantage is still the blueprint for 
the most efficient allocation of resources. They argue 
convincingly that policies that combine the precepts 
of this doctrine with adjustment assistance to groups 
dislocated by change will do more to promote overall 
welfare than will protectionist policies.

Summary Econom ists' views of the sources and 
nature of comparative advantage have undergone 
significant change since Ricardo’s time. Originally 
thought to be based on international differences in 
labor productivity and later on relative endowments 
of factor proportions, the comparative advantages en
joyed by developed countries such as the U. S. are 
now seen as emanating largely from human skills, 
knowledge, and technology.

Recent developments in the world economy— in
cluding the increasing international mobility of 
capital, the faster dissemination of technology, and 
the narrowing differential between the economic 
capability of the U. S. and her trading partners—  
have also altered economists’ conceptions of the pat
tern of this country’s comparative advantage. The 
structure of comparative advantage, once thought 
to be stable and enduring, is now seen as shifting 
rapidly and frequently, thereby raising the risks of 
specialization and the costs of adjustment. Pro
tectionists, claiming that these adjustment costs are 
unduly high, hold that the doctrine of comparative 
advantage is no longer valid. But free traders still 
contend, as did Ricardo, that the principle of com
parative advantage provides the best guide for the 
optimal allocation of any nation’s resources and 
the maximization of world welfare. In short, free 
traders argue convincingly that the benefits of un
restricted commerce outweigh the costs. In con
cordance with this latter view, most economists 
would probably agree that the basic conclusion of 
the comparative advantage doctrine— that free trade 
is mutually beneficial— remains as cogent today as 
it was in Ricardo’s time.

Thomas M. Humphrey
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