Trump administration reignites US-China trade war with sweeping tech export bans
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The recent escalation of trade tensions between the United States and China marks a significant shift in the geopolitical landscape, particularly following the return of Donald Trump as the 47th President in January 2025. His administration’s renewed focus on economic nationalism, highlighted by a pledge to impose 60% tariffs on Chinese goods, appears to signal a return to the combative trade policies that characterised his previous term. Analysts suggest that this trajectory will reignite the US-China trade war, characterised by retaliatory tariffs and sweeping restrictions on a range of technologies essential to both nations' economies.
The roots of the current conflict can be traced back to 2018 when President Trump initiated a series of trade barriers against China, citing unfair commercial practices and intellectual property theft. These actions provoked a series of retaliatory tariffs from Beijing on US exports, including agricultural products like soybeans and automobiles, which particularly harmed American farmers. A brief lull in hostilities followed the signing of the Phase One trade deal in January 2020, which aimed to foster cooperation and include commitments from China to purchase more US goods. However, the COVID-19 pandemic intervened, diverting attention and efforts away from resolving outstanding trade issues. Moreover, President Biden's administration opted to retain and even expand some of these tariffs, indicating a bipartisan consensus on the need for a robust stance against China’s economic strategies.
Currently, the stakes have risen even higher following the recent pause on exports of critical technologies by the Trump administration. This includes significant restrictions on US sales to the state-owned Chinese aircraft manufacturer COMAC, particularly affecting the jet engine components for its C919 aircraft. The suspension is seen as retaliatory, part of a broader response to China's recent limitations on the export of critical minerals, which could disrupt supply chains for American industries. While the C919 has begun operations, its reliance on foreign components suggests ongoing vulnerabilities for the Chinese aviation sector, as these export bans threaten to halt a project integral to China’s aerospace ambitions.
In the semiconductor realm, the tightening of export controls has similarly intensified. The Trump administration has directed US firms providing electronic design automation (EDA) software—such as Cadence and Synopsys—to cease sales to Chinese enterprises. This measure, part of a more sweeping strategy aimed at limiting China's access to advanced semiconductor technology, has already caused significant repercussions within the industry. Following the announcement of these restrictions, shares in the affected companies, which dominate around 80% of the Chinese EDA market, experienced notable declines, reflecting the market's apprehension about the broader implications of these trade barriers.
Amidst these developments, Nvidia has reported resilient sales growth, largely driven by stockpiling by Chinese customers in anticipation of stricter export regulations. Nevertheless, the company has warned of substantial revenue declines projected for the upcoming quarters due to these curbs, indicating a nuanced challenge where immediate gains may yield long-term losses for American firms heavily reliant on the Chinese market.
The unfolding narrative of US-China relations is complex, punctuated by strategic competition in critical technologies amid an intertwined global economy. As these two giants tread deeper into the realm of economic confrontation—centred around tariffs, technology restrictions, and supply chain vulnerabilities—the repercussions are likely to resonate throughout global markets. The evolving landscape not only confronts bilateral ties but may also redefine trade norms and international collaboration in a post-pandemic world, raising critical questions about the long-term sustainability of such an adversarial stance.
As both nations navigate these challenges, the implications for consumer prices and investment flows will continue to spotlight the delicate balance between protectionism and global interdependence. The geopolitical stakes remain high, and the coming months will be crucial in determining whether a path toward renewed cooperation or further estrangement lies ahead.
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