
 

5 Questions to Ask Your Protectionist Friends 

Daniel J. Mitchell 

January 31, 2017 

as recently interviewed on Fox Business Network about Trump’s policies and the economy, and 

the discussion jumped around from issues such as border-adjustable taxation to energy 

regulation. 

Though the central theme of the discussion was whether Trump had good ideas for American 

jobs and business competitiveness. 

Given my schizophrenic views on Trump, this meant I was both supportive and critical, and I 

hope certain people in the White House paid attention to my comment about there being no need 

for the “stick” of protectionism if Trump delivers on the “carrot” of tax cuts and deregulation. 

For today, though, I want to elaborate on why protectionism is the wrong approach. I mentioned 

in the interview that the long-run outlook for manufacturing employment wasn’t very good, but 

that we shouldn’t blame trade. So I decided to find a chart that illustrated this point, which then 

gave me the idea of using a Q&A format to share several charts and tables that make very strong 

points about trade and protectionism. 

Did you know…that manufacturing employment is falling because of productivity growth 

rather than trade? 

The bad news (at least for certain workers) is that manufacturing employment has fallen. And it 

will continue to fall. But as illustrated by this chart from Professor Don Boudreaux, 

manufacturing output is at record highs. What’s really happening is that productivity 

improvements enable more to be produced while using fewer workers. And this is happening all 

over the world. 

https://danieljmitchell.wordpress.com/2017/01/17/border-adjustable-destination-based-tax/
https://danieljmitchell.wordpress.com/2012/03/12/a-humorous-look-at-obamas-green-energy-boondoggle/
https://danieljmitchell.wordpress.com/2012/03/12/a-humorous-look-at-obamas-green-energy-boondoggle/
https://danieljmitchell.wordpress.com/2017/01/06/donald-trumps-very-good-and-very-bad-business-policy/
https://danieljmitchell.wordpress.com/2016/03/19/trump-sanders-and-the-snake-oil-economics-of-protectionism/
https://danieljmitchell.wordpress.com/2016/11/19/the-growing-need-for-trumps-proposed-15-percent-corporate-tax-rate/
https://danieljmitchell.wordpress.com/2016/04/21/regulation-nation/
http://cafehayek.com/2017/01/42112.html


 

Did you know…that there’s a strong relationship between trade openness and national 

prosperity? 

One of Professor Boudreaux’s students augmented one of his charts to show the link between 

pro-trade policies and per-capita economic output. 

https://force4good.me/2017/01/28/benefits-to-trade/


 

Did you know…that you can’t hurt importers without also hurting exporters? 

Many of the major multinational firms engage in considerable cross-border trade, meaning that 

they are both major importers and major exporters. Here’s a very illuminating chart from the 

Peterson Institute of International Economics. 

 

https://piie.com/blogs/trade-investment-policy-watch/importers-are-exporters-tariffs-would-hurt-our-most-competitive
https://impetusforgood.files.wordpress.com/2017/01/freedom-to-trade.jpg
https://piie.com/sites/default/files/styles/slimmed_natural/public/export-import-jensen2.png


Did you know…that protectionism imposes enormous losses on consumers and therefore is 

a net job destroyer? 

There has been considerable research on the results of various protectionist policies and the 

results shared by Mark Perry of the American Enterprise Institute inevitably show substantial 

economic costs, which means that the jobs that are saved (the “seen“) are more than offset by the 

jobs that are lost or never created (the “unseen“). 

 

Last but not least, did you know….that economists are nearly unanimous in their 

recognition that trade barriers undermine prosperity? 

https://www.aei.org/publication/yes-protectionism-can-save-some-us-jobs-but-at-what-cost-empirical-evidence-suggests-its-very-very-expensive/
https://www.aei.org/publication/yes-protectionism-can-save-some-us-jobs-but-at-what-cost-empirical-evidence-suggests-its-very-very-expensive/
https://danieljmitchell.wordpress.com/2010/03/31/excellent-video-channeling-bastiat/
https://danieljmitchell.wordpress.com/2016/12/20/creative-destruction-job-losses-technological-change-and-human-progress/


There are plenty of jokes (many well deserved!) about economists, including the stereotype that 

economists can’t agree on anything. But there’s near-unanimity in the profession that 

protectionism is misguided. 

 

By the way, if you have protectionist friends, ask them if they have good answer forthese eight 

questions. And also direct them to the wise words of Walter Williams. 

Daniel J. Mitchell is a senior fellow at the Cato Institute who specializes in fiscal policy, 

particularly tax reform, international tax competition, and the economic burden of government 

spending. He also serves on the editorial board of the Cayman Financial Review.  

https://danieljmitchell.wordpress.com/2016/01/23/are-economists-useless-despicable-and-loathsome-people/
http://www.igmchicago.org/surveys/import-duties
https://danieljmitchell.wordpress.com/2011/09/23/eight-questions-for-protectionists/
https://danieljmitchell.wordpress.com/2011/09/23/eight-questions-for-protectionists/
https://danieljmitchell.wordpress.com/2011/01/01/the-only-fair-trade-is-free-trade/

