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Populism of the Left and Democrats’ Missed Opportunity on Trade 

 When upsets in Pennsylvania, Michigan and Wisconsin helped propel Donald Trump to an 

electoral college victory in November 2016, analysts quickly concluded that his protectionist 

rhetoric arguably played a substantial part. Research has however concluded that it was the white 

male working class from the political process, based on race and gender, that switched from Obama 

in 2012 to Trump in 2016, handing Republicans the Midwest. This does not mean that Donald 

Trump did not follow through with his protectionist pledges, and two and a half years into his 

presidency, economists are sounding alarm of an oncoming recession, aided in part by the tariff-

based trade war with China. The regressive trade policy of the Trump administration offers 

Democrats a prime opportunity to make a contrast with the President in the 2020 cycle. In favor 

of this argument are the facts that the favorable view of trade among Americans is at an all time 

high, and almost unanimous consensus between economists that overall, free trade is a bliss to 

economic development, and not a boon. However, no Democratic candidate running for President 

so far has fully embraced free trade, with some candidates having come out with proposals that 

will continue the Trump administration’s trend of protectionist trade policy if elected. In this paper, 

I argue that this hesitance to embrace free trade among leading Democrats running for President 

is a missed opportunity, electorally and economically, and contend that a candidate who 

audaciously embraces free trade may well shake up the race for the Democratic nomination. 

As electoral strategy is being designed ahead of the 2020 race, there is an unsolved 

disagreement on the left as to whether it was economic anxiety or social anxieties related to race, 
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gender, that helped the then candidate Trump break through Democrats’ blue wall in the Midwest. 

The former theory explains that “white working-class Americans were left behind during the 

economic recovery that took place during the Obama presidency, and Trump’s populist economic 

message […] resonated with that feeling” (Schaffner et al 10). The latter theory however says that 

the effect of this economic anxiety was negligible compared to the fact that “Trump’s willingness 

to make explicitly racist and sexist appeals during the campaign, coupled with the presence of an 

African American president and the first major-party female nominee, made racism and sexism a 

dividing line in the vote” (Id.). Data shows this second theory to be true, with two studies 

conducted on this topic finding that “very little can be explained by the economic difficulties faced 

by the less educated whites”, and that “racism and sexism affected the final outcome.” (Id. 30). 

These findings, however, have had little influence on the political strategy of the Trump 

administration, which has consistently used protectionist trade policy as a tool to please the 

President’s electoral base. Despite the increasing abandonment of tariffs as a technique of wielding 

trade power, the Trump administration has entered a trade war with the Chinese government by 

imposing tariffs on Chinese exports to the United States. In 2013, the United Nations recognized 

that the increasing skepticism of tariffs among developed countries, which had an average tariff of 

less than 1 percent on goods imported to those countries (United Nations 5). However, since 

coming into office, President Trump has imposed a tariff of 25% on Chinese imports worth US$34 

billion by the September of 2018, with potential plans to impose tariffs on another US$16 billion 

worth of Chinese imports (Tankersley; Bradsher). These tariffs led to reactionary import 

restrictions on the part of the Chinese government, with new tariffs being imposed on imports from 

the United States, enmeshing the two nations in a full-fledged trade war. The Chinese government 

retaliated against the Trump administration’s import restrictions by increasing tariffs on soybean 
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imports from the United States, and consequently, in July 2018, Chinese buyers cancelled import 

orders of soybeans valued between US $1.2 to $1.5 million from North Dakota farmers (Huang). 

Bilateral net exports of the United States with China thus remain unchanged, while United States 

suppliers are facing the consequences of reduced exports.  

In addition to the immediate economic impact the tariffs have had on American farmers, 

their effect has also contributed to the speculations of an oncoming recession that could engulf the 

United States economy. The recent inversion of the yield curve of two-year and ten-year notes, 

although not a definitive predictor, is signaling the potential approach of another recession. The 

fact that “[the] curve has inverted before each recession in the past 50 years, [offering] a false 

signal just once in that time” depicts the importance of this metric (Leong et al). Among other 

potential triggers such as Brexit and the slowing economies of Germany and China, “the disastrous 

effects of the [Trump] administration’s trade policy, which is weighing heavily on the stock 

market” of the United States is not helping clear the doubts of whether the global economy is set 

for a downturn (Bartlett). 

The link between the inversion of the yield curve and Trump administration’s trade war 

with China has given Democrats a prime opportunity to embrace free trade, as a means of making 

contrasts with the President as the United States heads towards the 2020 general election. An NBC 

News/Wall Street Journal poll conducted between August 10-14 this year shows that support for 

free trade among Americans has increased to an all time high, with 64% of Americans having a 

favorable view of free trade, as opposed to 27% who view free trade unfavorably. To put these 

numbers in context, in December 2015, the same pollster found that only 51% Americans then 

supported free trade, as opposed to 41% of Americans who viewed free trade unfavorably 

(Kamisar). This means that there is ample room for candidates running for the Democratic 
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nomination in 2020 to make a winning case in support of free trade, in their attempt to win back 

the Midwestern states and consequently the White House. 

However, recent history shows that the populist direction in which the Democratic Party 

has been moving in presidential politics since Bernie Sanders’ 2016 candidacy, which means that 

a full-throated endorsement of free trade is easier said than done in today’s Democratic primary 

politics. The Democratic Primary in 2016 was waged partly on the merits, or the lack thereof, of 

free trade, with an exegesis of the Trans-Pacific Partnership negotiated by the Obama 

administration, as well as a re-litigation of the North American Free Trade Agreement signed into 

law in 1993 by President Bill Clinton. The initial defense of both trade agreements by Secretary 

Hillary Clinton, who eventually won the 2016 Democratic nomination, proved to be an electoral 

dead-end in the Democratic Primary, as evidenced by her change of opinion that the Trans-Pacific 

Partnership does not meet the “gold-standard” for trade deals (Palmer). In addition to the rising 

skepticism of free trade in the Midwest due to increased automation and outsourcing of 

manufacturing jobs by multinational corporations, Clinton’s change of mind can also be explained 

as a response to the effective appeal that Bernie Sanders cultivated in the primary as a staunch 

opponent of free trade. “But in the end, it was his claim — that Clinton had supported trade deals 

that hurt U.S. employment — that resonated with voters,” said the Detroit Free Press following 

Sanders’ upset victory over Clinton in the 2016 Michigan Democratic primary (Gray; Spangler). 

The resistance to free trade that this turn of events led to in the 2016 primaries caused the 

Democratic establishment has helped the progressive left flank of the Democratic Party dominate 

the conversation on trade, with the Democratic establishment failing to deliver to the trade agenda 

of the more moderate base of the Democratic Party. The issue blueprint of the moderate New 

Democrat Coalition in the House of Representatives touts an anti-tariff position, reading that 
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“President Trump’s unilateral trade actions are fueling a trade war that is disrupting markets, 

raising prices, and costing American jobs.” Modeling a pro-trade argument, it also adds that 

“[b]eing actively engaged in global trade allows us to lead geo-politically; grows our economy and 

expands opportunity; exports our goods, services, and values; and levels the playing field for 

American workers, businesses, and farmers” (New Democrat Coalition). However, this 

endorsement of free trade by New Democrats has failed to turn into legislative or political leverage, 

as evidenced by the fact no leading presidential candidate has adopted support for free trade as 

part of their campaign platform. 

Among the top four candidates in the race, the two progressive candidates representing the 

populist left, Senators Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren, are openly skeptical of the benefits 

of free trade. Sanders’ trade policy plan calls to “[e]liminate the incentives baked into our current 

trade and tax agreements that make it easier for multinational corporations to ship jobs overseas” 

and to “add to the core text of every U.S. trade agreement, enforceable rules against currency 

cheating, which allows countries to unfairly dump their products” (Sanders). The rhetoric 

expressed in this plan against the trade success of other North American countries and China 

closely resembles the trade rhetoric of Donald Trump, whose ‘America First’ trade agenda rails 

against the outsourcing of jobs to Canada and Mexico, and China’s currency manipulation. 

Elizabeth Warren, whose trade policy plan is more comprehensive, is more protectionist 

than Bernie Sanders on the subject of trade, with her proposed trade agenda, if taken literally, 

leading to the cutting of trade ties between the United States and most of its trade partners. The 

plan requires that countries that wish to enter a trade partnership with the United States must 

“uphold internationally recognized human rights”, “enforce religious freedoms” and “eliminate all 

domestic fossil fuel subsidies” (Warren). In addition to the fact that the United States itself does 
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not meet these standards, a CNN analysis determined that under these requirements, even a 

developed nation and international ally of the United States such as Germany would not be eligible 

to sign a trade agreement with the United States (Byrd; Lybrand). 

While the progressive left faction of the Democratic Party is hence enmeshed in a 

protectionist rhetoric that fails to reflect the pro-free trade sentiments of a majority of the American 

population, the more moderate factions of the party are also failing to seize the electoral advantage. 

Former Vice President Joe Biden, has a history of supporting free trade agreements, including the 

North American Free Trade Agreement and the Trans-Pacific Partnership (On The Issues). 

However, the former President has followed the trail of Secretary Clinton, declaring opposition to 

the Trans-Pacific Parnertship as a presidential candidate, despite supporting it as a member of the 

Obama administration (Henney). Senator Kamala Harris, the other top-tier presidential candidate 

with the crossover appeal to the Democratic moderates, has most intensely diagnosed the links 

between tariffs and their economic impact on farmers while on the campaign trail, calling the 

uptick in consumer prices due to the imposition of tariffs on imports from China a “Trump trade 

tax” (Pramuk). However, other than promising to repeal the Trump administration’s tariff policy, 

Harris has not released a comprehensive plan of what the trade policy of a Harris administration 

would look like. 

This hesitation by leading Democratic presidential candidates to fully embrace free trade 

is a missed electoral opportunity, and the primary calendar alone is sufficient to make this case. 

Iowa, being the first state to vote in the Democratic nomination contest, has disproportionate 

influence on the final result of the Democratic primaries. “Though winning the Iowa caucus is not 

necessarily correlated with winning the nomination, it can give a campaign an important boost or 

a serious setback,” as seen in how the 2008 contest turned upside down with Barack Obama’s 
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surprise win over Hillary Clinton in Iowa (Klonsky). With the Trump administration’s 

protectionist trade policy adversely impacting Iowa farmers, a winning play for Iowa by the 

Democratic candidates should reasonably include a pro-free trade platform (Daniels). The failure 

of Democrats so far to deliver on this shows not only the increasing stronghold of the populist left 

on the Democratic Party’s presidential politics, but also misguided messaging by campaigns, 

which, data shows, can make a more successful winning case by drawing a strong contrast to the 

adverse economic policies of the Trump administration. 
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