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Faisal Islam (BBC Economics Editor), “Trump has turned his back on the foundation of US economic might - the 
fallout will be messy”, BBC In Depth, 6 April 2020 

(https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cp34nkj1kv2o) 

Summary by DeepSeek (8 April 2025) and shortened and amended by Nicholas Sowels 

This article examines President Donald Trump’s controversial decision to impose sweeping tariffs of at least 10% on 
nearly all imported goods entering the United States. This policy represents a dramatic shift in U.S. trade strategy, 
moving away from the principles of globalization that have shaped the global economy for decades. Islam compares 
these tariffs to a "wall" designed to keep jobs within the U.S., contrasting it with Trump’s earlier focus on immigration 
barriers. 

Historical Context: A Return to Protectionism 
The article places Trump’s tariffs in historical context, noting that the U.S. was once a highly protectionist nation. 
Before 1913, the federal government relied heavily on tariffs for revenue, a strategy championed by Alexander 
Hamilton, the first U.S. Treasury Secretary. However, in 1913, the U.S. reduced tariffs and introduced federal income 
tax, marking a shift toward free trade (see Graph). Trump’s policy revives the older protectionist model, arguing that 
high tariffs historically made America "great" by shielding domestic industries. 

 

 

Graph taken from FT reporters, “Donald Trump 
and the long history of ‘sticky’ US tariffs”, 

The Financial Times, April  6, 2025 

 

Rejecting Comparative Advantage 
The article contrasts Trump’s approach with the 
economic theory of comparative advantage, 
developed by 19th-century British economist 
David Ricardo. This theory argues that countries 
benefit from specializing in what they produce 
most efficiently and trading freely with others. 
Most of the world, including the UK, still adheres 
to this principle, seeing it as the foundation of 
globalization. However, Trump’s tariffs signal a 
rejection of this idea, treating trade deficits as 
inherently harmful rather than a natural outcome 
of specialization. 

The Flawed Logic of "Reciprocal" Tariffs 
Islam critiques the White House’s justification for these "reciprocal" tariffs. Instead of targeting countries with high 
trade barriers, the U.S. calculates tariffs based on trade surpluses—meaning if a country sells more to the U.S. than it 
buys, it is labeled a "cheater" and penalized. This method leads to absurd outcomes, such as imposing tariffs on small, 
economically insignificant nations (even islands inhabited only by penguins, as the article humorously notes). The 
policy’s real goal is to eliminate the U.S. trade deficit, but economists argue this misunderstands how trade works—
deficits and surpluses are normal in a globalized economy. 

The "China Shock" and Its Aftermath 
A key part of the article discusses the "China shock"—a term coined by economist David Autor to describe the massive 
shift in global manufacturing after China joined the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001. While U.S. consumers 
benefited from cheaper goods and corporations profited from global supply chains, many American factory jobs 
disappeared, particularly in the Rust Belt. Autor’s research shows that by 2011, the U.S. lost over a million 
manufacturing jobs, fueling political discontent that helped Trump win support in affected regions. 

Potential Consequences of Trump’s Trade War 
The article warns that Trump’s tariffs could backfire in several ways: 

1. Higher Costs for Consumers – Imported goods will become more expensive, potentially increasing inflation. 
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2. Corporate Disruption – U.S. companies relying on global supply chains (e.g., Apple, Tesla) may see profits 
drop. 

3. Retaliation from Other Countries – The EU, Canada, and China could impose counter-tariffs, hurting U.S. 
exports. 

4. Stock Market Instability – Investors fear a trade war could trigger a recession. 

Global Reactions and the Future of Trade 
Other nations may form new trade alliances that exclude the U.S., weakening its economic influence. Trump has 
threatened even higher tariffs if countries retaliate, escalating tensions. Meanwhile, the article suggests that the real 
issue is not trade itself but uneven wealth distribution in the U.S.—a problem that could have been addressed with 
better domestic policies rather than tariffs. 

Conclusion: A Messy Transition Ahead 
In closing, Islam argues that Trump’s tariffs mark a radical departure from the global trading system the U.S. helped 
build. While the policy aims to revive American manufacturing, it risks economic instability, higher prices, and damaged 
international relations. The transition will likely be chaotic, with uncertain long-term effects on both the U.S. and the 
global economy. 

Quiz: Understanding Trump’s Tariffs and Global Trade (by DeepSeek and corrected) 

Multiple Choice (1 point each) 
1. What was the main purpose of Trump’s tariffs, according to the article? a) To reduce immigration; b) To 

increase federal income tax revenue; c) To protect American jobs by limiting imports; d) To encourage more 
free trade agreements 

2. Which historical U.S. figure supported protectionist trade policies? a) David Ricardo; b) Alexander Hamilton; 
c) Donald Trump; d) David Autor 

3. The theory of comparative advantage argues that countries should: a) Impose high tariffs on all imports; b) 
Specialize in what they produce best and trade freely; c) Avoid trading with countries that have trade 
surpluses; d) Only trade with military allies 

4. How did the White House calculate the new "reciprocal" tariffs? a) Based on a country’s military spending; 
b) Based on the country’s GDP; c) Based on the number of immigrants from that country; d) Based on the 
size of its trade surplus with the U.S. 

5. What was the "China shock"? a) The loss of U.S. manufacturing jobs after China joined the WTO; 
b) A sudden drop in China’s economy; c) A U.S. policy to block all Chinese imports; d) A stock market crash 
caused by Chinese tariffs 

Short Answer (2 points each) 
6. Why does the article argue that Trump’s tariffs misunderstand trade deficits? 
7. Name two potential negative consequences of Trump’s trade war mentioned in the article. 
8. How did the "China shock" contribute to Trump’s political support in the 2016 and 2020 elections? 
9. What does the article suggest is the real problem behind U.S. economic struggles, instead of trade itself? 
10. Why might other countries form new trade alliances without the U.S.? 

 
Bonus Question (1 extra point) 
What humorous example did the article use to show the absurdity of the tariff calculations? 

 
Total Points: 15 (excluding bonus) 
 
Answer Key: 

1. c | 2. b | 3. b | 4. d | 5. a 
2. Trade deficits are normal in global trade and don’t necessarily mean "cheating." 
3. Higher consumer prices, corporate disruptions, retaliation from other countries, stock market instability. 
4. Job losses in the Rust Belt fueled anger and support for Trump’s anti-trade policies. 
5. Uneven wealth distribution in the U.S., not trade itself. 

6. To avoid U.S. tariffs and maintain free trade among themselves. 
7. Bonus: Tariffs on islands inhabited only by penguins. 


