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America’s trade policy is a lie we’ve learned to live with. We say we believe in free markets—but then tax the goods our citizens want to buy. We claim to champion global competition—while shielding favored industries behind walls of tariffs, quotas, and special exemptions. We boast about leadership in the rules-based international order—while playing by a rigged rulebook written by lobbyists and enforced by nobody.

For more than a century, the United States has drifted between half-measures and hypocrisy on trade. It’s time to end the charade.

This book makes a simple proposal: The United States should adopt a zero-tariff trade policy. We should unilaterally eliminate all import and export tariffs on every good, from every country. And we should refuse to import any product that is still tariffed by another nation. If they want access to the most dynamic, valuable consumer market in the world, they must play by the same rules: zero tariffs, or no trade.

Subsidies? Let them pay.

If a foreign government wants to spend taxpayer money to help its companies sell goods to Americans more cheaply, fine. We’ll take the discount and thank them for the favor.

But tariffs—the most regressive, distortionary, and dishonest tool in the economic toolbox—must go. All of them.

This may sound radical. But it is rooted in American tradition.

We’ve done it before. In the 19th century, under the Walker Tariff of 1846, the U.S. slashed tariffs and unleashed an era of booming commerce.

In the aftermath of the Smoot-Hawley disaster, FDR’s administration—led by the Secretary of State Cordell Hull—sought to make reciprocal free trade the foundation of global peace and prosperity.

And in the postwar World War II period, U.S. leadership drove the creation of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), and later the World Trade Organization (WTO), which brought down barriers and opened markets around the world.

We weren’t always perfect—but for most of the 20th century, we were the standard-bearers for freer trade.

That legacy is now collapsing.

Tariffs are back in fashion—not because they work, but because they serve political theater. They are sold to voters as “defensive weapons” to protect jobs and punish cheaters.

But they are, in truth, economic landmines we plant in our own supply chains. They raise prices. They stifle innovation. They empower entrenched interests.

And worst of all, they feed the fantasy that prosperity can be manufactured by mandate rather than earned by competition.

Tariffs are economic narcissism.

They say: “We deserve special treatment, even when we can’t compete.”

That is not strength. It is weakness masquerading as pride.

Meanwhile, the global trade system we helped build is rotting from within.

Multilateral institutions have become toothless. Trade agreements are bloated with carve-outs and exceptions. “Free trade” has come to mean “managed trade,” always one political compromise away from collapse.

It’s time to burn that system down—and replace it with something both simpler and bolder: a true, principled, zero-tariff regime, enforced by the only power that matters in global commerce—access to the American market.

This book will argue for that regime on five fronts: Economically, zero tariffs reduce prices, increase efficiency, and unleash innovation. Historically, they reflect America’s own best tradition: confident, open, competitive. Morally, they elevate principle over patronage, rejecting the corrupt bargain between government and favored industries. Strategically, they restore credibility and clarity to U.S. leadership on trade. Politically, they cut through the chaos of endless trade wars and special pleading.

Some will call this idea naïve. Others will call it dangerous.

This book welcomes both charges. Because naïveté in service of a bold ideal is more valuable than cynicism in defense of a failed status quo.

And danger to entrenched interests is exactly what progress requires.

In the chapters ahead, we’ll explore how we got here, why tariffs persist, and what America can learn from countries that dared to open unilaterally.

We’ll detail the economic impact—on prices, jobs, the trade deficit, and national resilience.

And we’ll outline a policy blueprint: how to implement this doctrine, enforce it, and build a new trade coalition rooted in reciprocity, not negotiation.

This is not a technocratic book. It is a declaration.

Trade is not a weapon. It is not a favor. It is not a game of leverage.

Trade is freedom—and freedom needs no justification.

Let the world choose: Trade with America—or trade with someone else. But you don’t get both protection and access. Not anymore.

With the stakes of trade policy laid bare, Chapter 1 opens by dismantling one of its biggest myths: that tariffs protect us. In truth, they are hidden taxes that distort markets and punish consumers.

Understanding why they persist begins with seeing them clearly.
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Tariffs are Taxes, Not Shields

Tariffs are not patriotic. They are not strategic. They are not even neutral. They are taxes — pure and simple — and among the most harmful taxes a government can impose.

For all the political theater surrounding tariffs, they function exactly like a sales tax: they raise the price of goods for consumers.

But unlike a sales tax, which is visible at the point of purchase and debated publicly as part of fiscal policy, tariffs are hidden costs embedded in the supply chain.

Most Americans don’t see them on receipts, but they feel them in the rising cost of everyday goods, from food to furniture.

––––––––
[image: ]


The Economic Truth

Every tariff is a form of protectionism, a subsidy for domestic inefficiency, and a penalty on consumer choice.

The standard argument in defense of tariffs is that they “protect” jobs by shielding domestic industries from foreign competition. But this logic is both economically false and morally bankrupt. Protecting one job by imposing tariffs may destroy many others across the broader economy.

Start with a simple example: steel. When the U.S. imposes a tariff on imported steel, it raises the price of steel in the domestic market.

That helps domestic steel producers—but it hurts every business that uses steel as an input: automakers, construction firms, appliance manufacturers.

Those companies must pay more, cut corners, or pass costs onto consumers. That, in turn, suppresses sales and hiring across entire sectors.

A policy intended to protect one industry ends up hurting dozens.

According to a 2019 analysis by the Peterson Institute for International Economics, the Trump administration’s 2018 tariffs on steel and aluminum enacted during this first term raised costs for downstream industries so significantly that for every steelworker job “saved,” approximately 16 jobs were lost or never created elsewhere.

Tariffs are a classic case of concentrated benefits and dispersed costs. The damage is real, but spread thinly and silently across millions of Americans.

Historical Evidence

America has lived through this mistake before. The most infamous example is the Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act of 1930, which raised tariffs on over 20,000 goods.

Intended to protect American farmers and manufacturers during the Great Depression, it instead triggered a wave of retaliatory tariffs from other nations, slashing international trade by two-thirds and deepening the global economic crisis.

Economists from both left and right now consider Smoot-Hawley one of the greatest policy blunders in U.S. history.

Contrast that with the Walker Tariff of 1846, passed under President James K. Polk. That legislation significantly lowered tariff rates, simplifying the tariff schedule and encouraging imports.

The result? U.S. trade and federal revenues both increased. American consumers enjoyed lower prices, and exporters benefited from improved relations with trading partners.

Far from weakening the country, lower tariffs helped fuel one of the most dynamic periods of economic expansion in 19th-century America.

Tariffs in Disguise

Modern trade policy often hides tariffs behind euphemisms: “safeguards,” “anti-dumping duties,” “retaliatory measures.” But the effect is always the same—higher prices, distorted markets, and diminished freedom.

These disguised tariffs are particularly insidious because they evade public scrutiny. Few voters know that a “countervailing duty” on solar panels might cost them thousands more for home installations.

Fewer still understand that a tariff meant to punish China often punishes American families more.

Even worse, these taxes disproportionately hurt the poor. A tariff on imported clothing or shoes might go unnoticed by affluent households, but for working families who shop at Walmart or Target, it’s a regressive tax on basic needs.

The False Choice of “Fair Trade”

Defenders of tariffs often reframe their arguments under the banner of “fair trade” rather than free trade. They insist that unless other countries play by our rules, we must impose tariffs to “level the playing field.”

This is nonsense.

Other countries’ bad policies—whether subsidies, state-owned enterprises, or environmental lapses—are no excuse for self-harm. If China subsidizes its steel exports, and Americans can buy cheaper steel as a result, that is a net gain for the U.S. economy.

The cost is borne by Chinese taxpayers, not American consumers.

Blocking that steel with a tariff is like refusing free money because it comes from a rival.

Fair trade cannot mean punishing ourselves until others behave better. That is not justice. That is masochism.

Conclusion: The Moral Clarity of Zero

Tariffs are not noble. They are not protective. They are not strategic. They are taxes. And like all bad taxes, they should be eliminated.

A true zero-tariff policy would lift an invisible burden off the
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