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Weaponizing the American Consumer: Tariffs,
Sovereign Wealth, and Leverage

America’s Consumer Market as a Strategic Asset

The United States is home to the world’s most voracious consumers - a $19 trillion consumer economy in
2023 alone, which was larger than China’s entire GDP that year ' . This massive spending power has
long been a pillar of the global economy, making the American consumer “the source of excess aggregate
demand for the global economy” 2 . Traditionally, the U.S. embraced free trade under the premise that
easy access to American shoppers meant cheaper goods for households and mutual growth. However, this
view “isn't an immutable law of physics” 3 . Increasingly, policymakers have explored a more strategic
approach: treating access to U.S. consumers as an asset - even a weapon - to extract concessions or value
from others. In essence, a tariff becomes a pay-to-play fee for foreign firms and countries that want to
tap into Americans’ habitual spending 2 . This idea of “weaponizing the American consumer” refers to
leveraging U.S. consumer demand as both a bargaining chip and a source of national wealth 4 .

Tariffs: Turning Consumer Access into Leverage

Tariffs are the primary tool for monetizing and weaponizing market access. By imposing import duties, the
U.S. effectively charges outsiders for the privilege of selling to Americans. As one analyst put it, a tariff can
be seen as “a pay-to-play measure for countries that want access to the U.S. market” 2 . In areas
where the U.S. leads - notably consumption - this converts economic clout into direct leverage. Historically,
Washington rarely demanded explicit payback for access to its consumers, preferring open markets that
benefited shoppers with lower prices 3 . But that's changing. Recent policy adopts a “Plaza Accord
mentality” of seeking concessions in exchange for market access 3 . For example, during the 1980s the
U.S. pressured trading partners (Japan, Europe) into voluntary export restraints and currency adjustments;
today's strategy goes further, using tariffs aggressively to negotiate broader economic or even security
outcomes.

The Trump administration in particular has wielded tariffs in novel ways. Tariffs are used as a
multifaceted weapon - a negotiation tool to pressure trade partners, a punitive measure akin to sanctions,
and a macroeconomic device to protect industries or raise revenue 5 6 . Officials explicitly tie tariffs to
non-trade goals: e.g. threatening allies with duties to influence defense spending or immigration policy 7 .
In short, tariffs “weaponize the American consumer” by using Americans’ buying habits as leverage over
foreign economies 4 . There are trade-offs, of course. Such weaponization can invite retaliation or drive
targeted countries to seek alternatives (much like overusing dollar sanctions pushes others to de-dollarize)

4 . But the allure is clear: tariffs offer the U.S. a means to “extract concessions” and assert power without
deploying troops - only deploying its huge consumer wallet 3 .


https://chatgpt.com/?utm_src=deep-research-pdf
https://chatgpt.com/?utm_src=deep-research-pdf
https://www.zerohedge.com/personal-finance/visualizing-americas-19-trillion-consumer-economy-one-chart#:~:text=America%E2%80%99s%20consumer%20class%20spent%20nearly,goods%20and%20services%20in%202023
https://www.rbcwealthmanagement.com/en-us/insights/tariffs-leverage-extends-far-beyond-trade#:~:text=Another%20way%20of%20thinking%20about,to%20be%20the%20United%20States
https://www.rbcwealthmanagement.com/en-us/insights/tariffs-leverage-extends-far-beyond-trade#:~:text=Historically%2C%20the%20U,an%20immutable%20law%20of%20physics
https://www.rbcwealthmanagement.com/en-us/insights/tariffs-leverage-extends-far-beyond-trade#:~:text=Another%20way%20of%20thinking%20about,to%20be%20the%20United%20States
https://thedailybell.com/all-articles/news-analysis/every-country-is-on-the-brink-of-collapse-so-where-do-you-put-your-money/#:~:text=Weaponizing%20the%20dollar%C2%A0incentivizes%20countries%20to,benefit%20analyses
https://www.rbcwealthmanagement.com/en-us/insights/tariffs-leverage-extends-far-beyond-trade#:~:text=Another%20way%20of%20thinking%20about,to%20be%20the%20United%20States
https://www.rbcwealthmanagement.com/en-us/insights/tariffs-leverage-extends-far-beyond-trade#:~:text=Historically%2C%20the%20U,an%20immutable%20law%20of%20physics
https://www.rbcwealthmanagement.com/en-us/insights/tariffs-leverage-extends-far-beyond-trade#:~:text=Historically%2C%20the%20U,an%20immutable%20law%20of%20physics
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/programs/geoeconomics-center/trump-tariff-tracker/#:~:text=1,trade
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/programs/geoeconomics-center/trump-tariff-tracker/#:~:text=,increase%20revenue%20from%20import%20duties
https://www.rbcwealthmanagement.com/en-us/insights/tariffs-leverage-extends-far-beyond-trade#:~:text=We%20expect%20the%20Trump%20Administration,to%20allies%20and%20competitors%20alike
https://thedailybell.com/all-articles/news-analysis/every-country-is-on-the-brink-of-collapse-so-where-do-you-put-your-money/#:~:text=Weaponizing%20the%20dollar%C2%A0incentivizes%20countries%20to,benefit%20analyses
https://thedailybell.com/all-articles/news-analysis/every-country-is-on-the-brink-of-collapse-so-where-do-you-put-your-money/#:~:text=Weaponizing%20the%20dollar%C2%A0incentivizes%20countries%20to,benefit%20analyses
https://www.rbcwealthmanagement.com/en-us/insights/tariffs-leverage-extends-far-beyond-trade#:~:text=Historically%2C%20the%20U,an%20immutable%20law%20of%20physics

Funding a Sovereign Wealth Fund via Consumerism

One bold proposal to monetize American consumerism is to channel tariff proceeds into a U.S. sovereign
wealth fund (SWF). Sovereign wealth funds - state-owned investment funds - are usually built on surplus
wealth (often oil or natural resource profits). The U.S., despite its economic might, has never had a national
SWF due to perpetual budget deficits. Former President Donald Trump has sought to change that. In early
2025, he signed an executive order to create a U.S. wealth fund, declaring, “It's about time that this country
had a sovereign wealth fund” 8 9 . Lacking oil riches or budget surpluses, Trump floated tariffs as a
primary funding source, saying the fund could be financed by “tariffs and other intelligent things” 10 .
In effect, foreign companies and countries paying U.S. tariffs would fill the fund's coffers - a way to
“monetize the asset side of the U.S. balance sheet for the American people,” as Treasury Secretary
Scott Bessent described it 11 .

Monthly U.S. tariffs revenue
Federal revenue from tariffs has surged since President Donald Trump imposed a barrage of
import taxes. Customs receipts set a record again in June.

— Customs receipts - gross — Customs receipts - net

$26.63

Trump begins second term,
imposing new tariffs within weeks

Tariffs imposed during
Trump's first term kick in \

Monthly U.S. tariff revenue has surged to record levels under the latest import tax hikes 12 13 . This boom in
customs duties illustrates how leveraging the American consumer market via tariffs can yield a significant new
revenue stream.

The numbers behind this strategy are eye-opening. Tariff collections have skyrocketed alongside new trade
barriers. In June 2025 alone, U.S. customs duties pulled in $27.2 billion - about four times the level a year
earlier 14 . For the first nine months of fiscal 2025, tariff revenues hit $108 billion (net), nearly double the
prior year's pace 15 . By mid-2025, import duties had swollen to become the fourth-largest source of
federal revenue, accounting for roughly 5% of U.S. tax receipts (up from the ~2% historical norm) 13 .
Buoyed by this windfall, officials hailed that America was “reaping the rewards” of the tariff agenda 16 .
The administration even reported a rare monthly budget surplus in June, crediting the tariff influx for the
fiscal improvement 17 18 _It's easy to see the appeal: if tariff income can approach \$300 billion per year (a
target Trump'’s team has touted) 19, those funds could seed a formidable investment pot for infrastructure,

strategic industries, or even acquisitions (Trump mused that the wealth fund “could buy TikTok"” outright)
20 21
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However, serious questions remain about this approach. Experts note a fundamental “Catch-22" in trying
to both protect domestic producers and raise revenue: if tariffs succeed in reshoring production and cutting
imports, then the tariff revenue pool shrinks 6 . In fact, tariff revenues can't pay for everything the
administration imagines - claims that duties could replace income taxes, slash the federal debt, or fund
vast new projects are “fantasy,” as economists point out 22 . The libertarian-leaning Cato Institute warns
that taxing Americans (and their businesses) via steep tariffs to fund an investment fund “makes no fiscal
or economic sense”, arguing it simply siphons resources from the private sector to government with
dubious efficiency 23 24 . Moreover, financing a federal SWF this way raises political and legal concerns.
Other countries that attempted to divert revenue streams into off-budget funds have suffered corruption
and mismanagement 25 26 . Analysts caution that a U.S. fund fed by tariff money could become a “slush
fund” operating outside normal Congressional oversight 27 28 . (Trump's team even floated a dedicated
“External Revenue Service"” to route tariff collections straight into the fund, prompting worries about an
end-run around the Constitution’s | power of the purse| 29 30 ) In short, turning the American
consumer market into a sovereign wealth engine is innovative but fraught - it could generate substantial
national wealth, yet it upends traditional fiscal practices and might encourage what one expert called an
“addiction” to tariff revenues that is hard to sustain long-term 31 .

The Private Equity Analogy: Monetizing Customer Habits

Proponents of weaponizing consumerism often liken it to a private-sector strategy. Just as private equity
(PE) firms acquire companies and profit from their loyal customer bases, the government can capitalize on
Americans’ habitual consumption. In corporate takeovers, a loyal customer base is a prized asset - it
“ensures a continuous stream of revenue” and provides stable, predictable cash flows that investors can
monetize 32 . Companies with sticky customer habits can raise prices or sell add-ons, and PE owners reap
the gains. The U.S. consumer market, viewed through this lens, is the ultimate cash cow: hundreds of
millions of people with ingrained spending habits, representing nearly 70% of U.S. GDP driven by
consumption 33 34 . By imposing a modest toll (a tariff or tax) on this enormous volume of purchases -
especially on imported goods - the government effectively takes a slice of the pie every time Americans
indulge their consumer habits. It's a sophisticated financial engineering move: transforming consumer
behavior into a revenue-generating instrument for national gain.

The analogy goes further. Private equity “monetizes” customer loyalty by recognizing the hidden value in
repeat business 35 36 . For instance, a PE firm might buy a subscription-based company knowing its
subscribers rarely cancel - a reliable income stream that can be leveraged or expanded. Similarly, U.S.
policymakers realize that foreign producers will pay handsomely to reach America’s habitual shoppers. A
small tariff on, say, the electronics or apparel that Americans routinely buy can yield billions in aggregate.
This is conceptually no different than a PE owner extracting dividends from a steady customer cash
flow. In both cases, the underlying engine is the same: consumer habit - be it brand loyalty or cultural
patterns of high consumption. The U.S. is essentially trying to financialize its consumer base, treating it as
an asset whose value can be tapped by the national treasury, much like investors treat a company’s
customer base as a valuation asset 32 . In short, weaponizing the American consumer is “just another
sophisticated financial instrument” - one that turns everyday spending into a strategic asset for wealth
creation.
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Costs and Consequences: A Double-Edged Sword

While the prospect of a tariff-funded windfall or a consumer-fueled wealth fund is tantalizing, it comes
with significant trade-offs. For one, tariffs function as a tax, and their burden doesn't magically fall only on
foreign companies. In practice, a considerable portion of import duties filters through to U.S. consumers
in the form of higher prices 37 . Economic analyses of Trump's tariff barrage estimate that the latest
duties could cost the average American household around \$5,200 per year in higher expenses 38 .
These costs hit low- and middle-income families the hardest, since tariffs are essentially a regressive tax
on many everyday goods 37 . In other words, weaponizing the consumer means the consumer herself
bleeds a bit - Americans pay more at the checkout, effectively funding the tariffs that fill government
coffers. Treasury Secretary Bessent optimistically claimed the U.S. is raking in record tariffs “with no
inflation” 16 , but many experts strongly disagree. The reality is that tariffs on inputs and consumer
products tend to fuel price increases or force businesses to squeeze margins. Even if the government
rebated some tariff revenue via tax cuts (an idea floated to offset pain for the working class 39 ), the
economic distortions could still leave consumers worse off overall.

Another risk is that overusing this “consumer weapon” can undermine U.S. competitiveness and supply
chains. If foreign producers face steep, unpredictable tariffs, they may redirect trade elsewhere or move
production out of reach. For example, despite years of tariffs averaging ~20% on Chinese goods, imports
from China eventually rebounded as companies adapted 40 41 . But if tariffs keep ratcheting up (the
administration has warned partners of baseline tariffs from 15% up to 50% for “difficult” countries 42 ),
some exporters will inevitably seek to reduce reliance on the U.S. market. In the long run, American
consumers’ dominance could be eroded if alternate markets or trade blocs fill the gap. This mirrors the
dollar weaponization dynamic: as one commentator noted, “weaponizing the dollar incentivizes
countries to seek alternatives, while tariffs weaponize the American consumer” - both strategies carry
the risk of partners eventually breaking away 4 . In short, turning consumption into a cudgel can invite
blowback: supply chains might reroute, allies may resent constant economic coercion, and U.S. firms could
face higher input costs or foreign retaliatory tariffs.

Yet, despite these downsides, the calculus in Washington has shifted toward accepting more short-term
pain for long-term gain. Policymakers argue that recapturing supply chain security, protecting key
industries, and generating public revenues justifies a tougher trade stance. Tariffs are viewed as a “very
powerful means of applying pressure” that, if used shrewdly, need only be temporary to secure
concessions 7 43 | Indeed, if the mere threat of losing access to American consumers brings other
nations to the table, the U.S. can achieve objectives without prolonged tariffs. This bargaining approach was
evident in trade negotiations like the US-China “Phase One” deal, where tariff threats helped push China
toward purchase commitments 44 . The ideal scenario for U.S. strategists is to wield the consumer market
as a weapon swiftly and decisively - impose tariffs or threaten them, extract a better deal or policy
change, then dial them back before U.S. consumers or businesses feel too much pain 43 . The risk, however,
is that such fine calibration is hard to achieve in practice. Tariffs, once in place, can prove politically addictive
(few administrations willingly give up revenue or the appearance of toughness). As one former economic
advisor cautioned, “there’s a significant risk...that we get addicted to tariff revenue”, making it a permanent
crutch 31,
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Conclusion: The Power and Peril of Financializing Consumerism

Weaponizing the American consumer is a compelling strategy in an era of great-power economic
competition. It recognizes that the everyday shopping habits of Americans - from buying smartphones to
stocking the pantry - collectively form a strategic asset unmatched by any other country. By skimming a
portion of this vast consumption via tariffs or fees, the United States can, in theory, build national wealth
(even a sovereign wealth fund) and strengthen its hand in global negotiations. It's a creative attempt to
turn consumerism into statecraft, akin to inventing a new financial instrument backed not by gold or ail,
but by the spending appetite of 330 million people. This approach, however, is a double-edged sword. On
one side, it promises a sustainable revenue stream and leverage - as tariff revenues hit record highs,
officials boast of the “big money” now flowing into national coffers 16 . On the other side, it imposes hidden
costs on the very consumers who are weaponized, and it challenges the norms of free trade that long
underpinned American prosperity.

Going forward, the success of this strategy will hinge on balance and prudence. If the U.S. can extract a
“piece of the pie” of consumerism without undermining the pie itself, it may indeed convert habitual
consumption into a formidable engine of national strength. This means calibrating tariffs to maximize
foreign contribution while minimizing domestic inflation, and investing tariff-derived funds transparently
and productively for future growth. It also means remaining mindful of the global response - allies and
competitors will adjust to America's new stance, and the advantage of an irresistible consumer market
could wane if alternative markets rise or if protectionism stifles U.S. growth. In the end, weaponizing the
American consumer is about wielding America’s greatest economic strength - its people’s buying
power - in a more conscious and directed way. It is a strategy born of financial sophistication and a dash
of economic nationalism, one that holds great promise if wielded judiciously, but great peril if it devolves
into self-sabotage. The American consumer has long been called the engine of the world economy; now,
that engine is being geared up not just to propel growth, but to drive a new era of U.S. economic
statecraft 3 44 .

Sources: The analysis above draws on recent economic data, policy analyses, and expert commentary,
including insights from think tanks and news outlets such as Cato Institute 232 39, the Carnegie
Endowment 29 30, RBC Wealth Management 2 3 , Reuters 12 13, and the Center for American
Progress 38 37 , among others, to provide a comprehensive overview of this “weaponization” of consumer
power.
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