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For Indian exporters, the news from 
Washington last week felt less like a trade 
policy announcement and more like a 
declaration of economic warfare. A staggering 
50 percent tariff has been imposed on Indian 
goods, a move justified by the White House 
as a response to India’s ongoing trade with 
Russia. The irony, however, is as steep as the 
tariff itself: the United States, the very nation 
wielding this economic hammer, continues 
its own commerce with Moscow, particularly 
in strategic materials.

This action against India is not an isolated 
incident but the latest and most jarring act 
in a global drama where the rules of trade 
have been systematically dismantled. What 
began as an election pledge to correct trade 
imbalances has spiralled into a chaotic, 
unilateral strategy, culminating in a move 
that has sent shockwaves from New Delhi 
across the world. The shock in diplomatic 
circles is tempered only by a grim sense 
of familiarity; this is the playbook of US 
President Donald Trump, where trade law has 
become a weapon for political whim.

The pattern is undeniable. The world has 
watched as tariff threats were reportedly 
levelled against Canada not for unfair trade, 
but for its diplomatic decision to recognise 
Palestinian statehood—an action that drew 
private condemnation from other G7 allies 
concerned about the precedent. Brazil was 
similarly threatened, not over commerce, 
but allegedly for pursuing the domestic 
prosecution of Brazil’s former President 
Jair Bolsonaro, a political ally of the White 
House—a move that legal scholars decried 
as a flagrant attempt to interfere with the 
sovereign judicial process of another nation. 
These are not trade disputes; they are raw 
geopolitical power plays, using the language 
of economics as a thin veil to cloak a bare-

knuckled approach to international relations.
At the heart of this strategy is the 

manipulation of US law. The administration’s 
legal arsenal consists of decades-old statutes, 
now being stretched to breaking point. 
Section 232 of the Trade Expansion Act of 
1962, born out of Cold War fears of being 
unable to produce tanks and ships, was 
designed to safeguard national security by 
protecting critical defence industries. Today, 
its definition has been contorted to label 
economic competition from staunch allies 
in the automotive and steel industries as a 
“threat.”

Similarly, Section 301 of the Trade Act 
of 1974 was created during an era when the 
US was grappling with the rise of Japan 
and sought tools to combat specific unfair 
practices, such as intellectual property 
theft or closed markets. It has since been 

transformed from a scalpel for targeted 
disputes into a sledgehammer, used to launch 
a full-scale trade war with China that has cost 
consumers and producers billions. Finally, the 
powerful International Emergency Economic 
Powers Act (IEEPA) of 1977, a tool designed 
to sanction states like Iran or North Korea, 
has been invoked to declare a “national 
emergency” over immigration, turning a 
humanitarian and logistical issue into a 

pretext for economic sanctions. The chasm 
between the original intent of these laws and 
their current application is vast.

It was not always about such geopolitical 
chess moves. The original argument, sold to 
millions of US voters during fiery campaign 
rallies, was simpler: fix the trade deficit. 
The theory was that tariffs would act as a 
protective wall, making foreign goods more 
expensive and forcing a renaissance of US 
manufacturing. The renegotiation of NAFTA 
into the USMCA stands as the primary exhibit 
for supporters, who argue that the threat of 
tariffs forced Mexico and Canada into a deal 
more favourable for US workers. However, 
many economists argue that the changes were 
largely cosmetic and that the agreement’s 
real-world impact has been minimal, making 

the “victory” more of a public relations 
achievement than a substantive economic 
shift.

The consequences of the broader strategy 
are now a daily reality, rippling across the 
globe. Businesses, from small suppliers to 
multinational corporations, face crippling 
uncertainty, postponing capital investments 
and hiring plans. A tit-for-tat cycle of 
retaliation has hurt US farmers, who lost 

access to the Chinese market, as much as 
their foreign counterparts. Most critically, the 
trust that underpins the global, rules-based 
trading system—centred around institutions 
such as the World Trade Organization 
(WTO)—is evaporating. The WTO’s appellate 
body, which acts as a supreme court for 
trade disputes, has been rendered irrelevant, 
leaving nations with little recourse beyond 
direct retaliation.

One long-term consequence, however, 
could be the accelerated push towards de-
dollarisation. With the US increasingly 
willing to use its economic and financial 
might as a tool of coercion, nations are 
growing wary of their dependence on the 
US dollar. This “weaponisation of the dollar” 
makes holding dollar reserves or relying on 

the US-centric financial system significantly 
risky for any country that might find itself 
at odds with US foreign policy. To insulate 
themselves from this vulnerability, countries 
from China and Russia to Brazil and other 
BRICS nations are actively building parallel 
systems for trade settlement, such as yuan-
ruble or rupee-ruble mechanisms. This 
erosion of the dollar’s status as the world’s 
primary reserve currency could have 
significant long-term implications for US’s 
ability to finance its national debt and exert 
global influence. Moreover, the US domestic 
economy might also suffer, as the cost of 
living, especially for low- and middle-income 
households, may rise.

President Trump’s ultimate goal appears 
to be a world remade to his transactional 
specifications—using economic force to 
bend nations to his will, disrupting existing 
alliances to forge new, more favourable deals. 
But can this truly be achieved? The global 
economy is not a series of bilateral deals to 
be won or lost; it is a complex, interconnected 
ecosystem. Disrupting it unilaterally has, so 
far, sown more chaos than it has reaped clear 
victories, creating inflationary pressures at 
home and resentment abroad.

The lessons from this era are being written 
in real time, in the frantic calculations of 
businesses and the strained conversations 
in foreign ministries. We are learning that 
using economic tools for political ends is a 
high-risk gamble that can inflict long-term 
reputational damage, portraying the US not 
as a reliable partner but as an unpredictable 
actor. We see that unilateralism has limits 
and can spur the creation of new trading 
blocs that actively seek to bypass the US 
economy and its currency. Most importantly, 
we are witnessing a direct challenge to 
the post-World War II liberal order, which, 
for all its flaws, provided a framework for 
unprecedented global prosperity.

As India grapples with this latest tariff 
onslaught, the world watches and asks: is 
this aggressive posturing a means to a new, 
more favourable US-led order, or is the chaos 
itself the end goal? The answer will define 
the landscape of global commerce for a 
generation to come, determining whether 
we move towards a future of managed 
cooperation or one of fractured, zero-sum 
competition.

President Trump’s ultimate 
goal appears to be a world 

remade to his transactional 
specifications—using economic 

force to bend nations to his will, 
disrupting existing alliances 

to forge new, more favourable 
deals. But can this truly be 

achieved? The global economy 
is not a series of bilateral deals 

to be won or lost; it is a complex, 
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Trump’s tariff tsunami drowns global order
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It has been a year since the student-led mass 
uprising, and now there is a document—
the July Declaration—to inscribe in history 
the experiences of July-August 2024. The 
relevant stakeholders deserve appreciation 
for finalising the document, particularly for 
how it traverses across times and remains 
grounded in the ideals of the rule of law, 
human rights, and non-discrimination. In 
a way, the document was meant to reckon 
with the past and pave the way for the future. 
However, there is much to discuss and 
debate about how far the declaration has 
been successful on both counts.

The declaration notes that the people 
of Bangladesh express the intention “to 
establish a democratic state […] through 
promised constitutional reforms brought 
about in the national parliament constituted 
through free and fair elections to be held at a 
reasonable time” (Para 25). It further says that 
“…the people of Bangladesh express their 
desire that the student-mass uprising of 
2024 will get proper state and constitutional 
recognition and that the July Declaration 
will feature in the schedule of the reformed 
constitution as framed by the government 
formed through the next national election” 
(Para 27).

One may fail to recognise how the 
expression of people’s desire could, in fact, 
be encapsulated, or whether consensus-
building only among the political parties 
truly sufficed in gleaning the true expression 
of people’s desire. While I, too, am 

interested in responses to these questions, 
the two assertions above seem to have at least 
dispelled some long-standing confusion 
regarding the process of constitutional 
reform. As it transpires, the national election 
will precede the “promised” constitutional 
reform, thereby deferring to the wisdom 
of an elected parliament. In this context, 
in terms of interpreting the future, the 
declaration has been somewhat useful.

In terms of reckoning with the past, 
however, it seems to have been amiss, and 
confuses more than it illuminates. Among 
others, illustrative is the contention that 
“due to the constitution-making procedure 
in 1972, the constitution’s structural 
weakness […], the post-liberation Awami 

League government failed to realise the mass 
aspirations of the Liberation War […]” (Para 
3). This assertion is speculative and, in one 
way or another, sits uneasily with the Fourth 
Amendment, which whittled down liberal 
democracy by bringing in one-party rule 
and also the militarised democratic deficit 
between 1975 and 1990. In fact, this assertion 
indemnifies the political actors and parties by 
unduly blaming an inanimate constitution. 

Interestingly, the declaration also notes the 
“misuse” of the 1972 constitution, perhaps 
in an attempt to take the edge off the earlier 
claims.

More importantly, its engagement with 
legal terminologies obscures significant 
historical contingencies and offsets political 
realities. Notably, even the most intense (and 
otherwise important) critiques appreciated 
the declaration for “it places 1971 in its rightful 
position in the nation’s history and states 
that the fight was for a liberal democratic 
state” (as journalist David Bergman put it). 
I, however, think substantive thought and 
effort should have been put into how 1971 
was described, particularly in terms of the 
terminologies used.

The declaration mentions the “nirbichar 
gonohotya” committed in 1971 in Para 1. 
With reference to crimes committed by the 
Awami League regime, it refers to the term 
“gonohotya” again in Para 23. Notably, the 
UN fact-finding report described the crimes 
committed by the regime in July-August 
2024 as possible crimes against humanity. 
In a similar vein, the International Crimes 
Tribunal prosecutor brought charges of 

crimes against humanity against Sheikh 
Hasina, among others. The (somewhat legal) 
translation of “crimes against humanity” 
is “manobota-birodhi oporadh”, whereas 
that of the term “genocide” is “gonohotya”. 
Pertinent to note, the word gonohotya has 
by and large been used, albeit incorrectly, to 
imply mass killing (or gono[haare] hotya) 
in the context of July-August last year. In 
fact, considering the potential import of the 
term gonohotya bordering on mislabelling, 
many suggest that “genocide” ought to be 
translated as “jaatinidhon” if at all, and not as 
gonohotya. It was crucial for the declaration 
to have been mindful of this distinction. 
In fact, the drafters could have avoided 
potential mislabelling and conflation of 

crimes and atrocities either through the use 
of parenthetical clarification or simply by 
employing appropriate legal terminology.

The use of the word “nirbichar”, or 
“indiscriminate”, to qualify the 1971 
gonohotya (Para 1 of the declaration) further 
adds to the confusion. While the word 
“indiscriminate” could be a fair and suitable 
qualifier in the context of mass killing, in 
my opinion, it does not qualify a genocide as 
such. For a document that arguably seeks to 
carry the history of the nation forward, the 
drafters of the declaration should have been 
mindful of this valuable nuance as well.

The conflation of legal terminologies, 
potential mislabelling of atrocities, and the 
general lack of nuance in this regard does a 
disservice, among others, to the 1971 victims 
of various acts of genocide, including mass 
rapes and forced impregnation. All those 
crimes were perpetrated as actus reus of 
the genocide carried out by the Pakistan 
Army and their native collaborators. 
Notably, in this context, Bangladesh’s 
Proclamation of Independence had referred 
to the “numerous acts of genocide” and 
“unprecedented tortures” committed by the 
Pakistani authorities. Perhaps the drafters 
of the July Declaration should have perused 
the Proclamation, at least while crafting its 
first paragraph.

Bangladesh has not yet been able to 
secure international recognition of the 
1971 gonohotya (not in the sense of mass 
killing, but as genocide). For this, successive 
governments are to blame, and so are the 
powers at the helm of world politics. I 
believe this is one of the reasons why people, 
particularly the powerful, sometimes go 
on to conveniently devalue our Liberation 
War. Similarly, there already are, and will 
continue to be, factions within us who 
would choose to unsee or deregister July-
August 2024. State-sanctioned atrocities 
perpetrated in July-August last year were 
outrageous, among other reasons, because 
our very statehood emerged from the spiral 
wounds of the 1971 genocide and war crimes. 
Indeed, the July Declaration should have 
seized the opportunity to shed the right 
light on the 1971 genocide, play its part in 
the fight for recognition, and pave the way 
for a political future that mindfully reckons 
with past atrocities, including those of July-
August 2024.

The July Declaration was expected to 
historicise the past, enact the present, and 
interpret the future—all with linguistic 
prowess. Drafters were expected not to 
modulate but to neutrally explain the 
historical subtleties and contingencies that 
make up our lived political reality. Indeed, 
I expected significantly more from the 
document given its overarching context and 
the bloodied histories we are steeped in.

July Declaration and the challenge  
of historical reckoning
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nuance in this regard 
does a disservice, among 

others, to the 1971 victims 
of various acts of genocide, 

including mass rapes and 
forced impregnation. 
All those crimes were 

perpetrated as actus reus 
of the genocide carried out 

by the Pakistan Army and 
their native collaborators.


