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The Fordney-McCumber Tariff of 1922 stands as a significant piece of American
economic legislation, reflecting the country’s approach to trade and tariffs
in the early 20th century. To understand its purpose, it is essential to
consider the historical context surrounding its enactment, including the
economic climate of the post-World War I era, the goals of American
policymakers, and the broader implications for international trade. This
article explores the purpose of the Fordney-McCumber Tariff in depth,
examining its motivations, provisions, and lasting impact on the U.S. economy
and global relations.

Historical Context Leading to the Fordney-
McCumber Tariff

The Post-World War I Economic Environment

Following World War I, the United States experienced rapid economic growth,
but also faced challenges such as inflation, fluctuating international
markets, and a desire to protect domestic industries. European economies were
devastated by the war, leading to shifts in global trade patterns, and
American industries sought to capitalize on these changes.

Protectionism as a Policy Response

During this period, protectionism gained popularity among American
policymakers. They believed that high tariffs would shield domestic
manufacturing from foreign competition, boost employment, and promote
economic independence. The 1920s, often called the "Roaring Twenties," was
marked by a general trend toward economic nationalism.

The Limitations of Previous Tariffs

The Fordney-McCumber Tariff was partly a response to the shortcomings of
earlier tariffs, such as the Fordney tariff of 1914. Policymakers sought to
adjust tariff rates to better protect American industries while balancing
international trade relations.



The Purpose of the Fordney-McCumber Tariff

1. To Protect Domestic Industries

One of the primary objectives of the Fordney-McCumber Tariff was to shield
American industries from foreign competition. By increasing tariffs on
imported goods, the law aimed to make foreign products more expensive and
less attractive to consumers, encouraging the purchase of domestically
produced goods.

e Steel, textiles, and automobiles were among industries targeted for
protection.

e Higher tariffs aimed to help these industries recover and expand
following wartime disruptions.

e Protection was also intended to foster job creation and economic
stability.

2. To Promote Economic Independence

The tariff reflected a desire to reduce reliance on foreign imports,
especially as Europe was rebuilding after the war. By fostering domestic
production, the U.S. aimed to become more economically self-sufficient and
less vulnerable to international economic fluctuations.

3. To Influence International Trade Relations

While primarily designed to protect domestic industries, the tariff also had
diplomatic implications. The law’s provisions aimed to negotiate favorable
trade terms and influence other countries to adopt similar protective
measures, thereby shaping the global trade environment.

4. To Raise Revenue for the Federal Government

Tariffs served as a significant source of federal revenue at the time.
Increasing tariff rates helped fund government activities without the need
for higher income taxes, which were politically sensitive.

Key Provisions and Features of the Tariff



Tariff Rate Adjustments

The Fordney-McCumber Tariff significantly increased tariff rates across a
wide range of goods. It was characterized by:

- An average tariff increase of approximately 25% over previous rates.
- Specific tariffs tailored to different industries, with some tariffs
reaching as high as 60-70% on certain products.

- Flexibility allowing the President to adjust tariff levels through
executive orders, enabling adaptation to changing economic conditions.

Protection for Key Industries

The law targeted industries vital to national interests, such as:

- Steel

- Textiles

- Coal

- Automobiles

- Agricultural products

By providing protective tariffs, the legislation aimed to secure the growth
and stability of these industries.

Inclusion of International Negotiation Clauses

The Tariff included provisions that allowed the U.S. to negotiate tariff
rates with foreign governments, emphasizing America's intention to actively
shape its trade relationships rather than adopt a purely unilateral
protectionist stance.

Impacts and Consequences of the Fordney-
McCumber Tariff

Economic Impact

The tariff had both immediate and long-term effects on the U.S. economy:

- Boosted Certain Industries: Industries like automotive and steel
experienced growth due to increased protection.

- Higher Consumer Prices: Consumers faced higher costs for imported goods,
leading to increased living costs.

- Retaliation from Foreign Countries: Many nations retaliated with their own
tariffs, leading to a decline in international trade.



International Trade Relations

The law contributed to a period of trade protectionism that strained
relations with some U.S. trading partners. Countries like Canada and European
nations responded with tariffs of their own, which hampered global commerce.

Impact on Global Economy

The rise of protectionism during this period is often cited as a contributing
factor to the global economic downturn that culminated in the Great
Depression. The decline in international trade exacerbated economic hardships
worldwide.

Legacy and Historical Significance

Precursor to the Smoot-Hawley Tariff

The Fordney-McCumber Tariff set the stage for the even more protectionist
Smoot-Hawley Tariff of 1930. It demonstrated the American preference for
protectionism, which many historians believe contributed to the severity of
the Great Depression.

Influence on U.S. Trade Policy

The legislation reflected and reinforced a shift toward protectionist
policies that would dominate U.S. trade policy during the 1920s and early
1930s, influencing debates on free trade versus protectionism.

Economic Nationalism

The Tariff embodied the spirit of economic nationalism prevalent during the
era, emphasizing the importance of safeguarding national industries and
economic independence.

Conclusion

The purpose of the Fordney-McCumber Tariff was multifaceted, primarily aimed
at protecting American industries, promoting economic independence, and
influencing international trade relations. While it succeeded in bolstering
certain sectors and raising revenue, it also contributed to higher consumer
prices, international retaliation, and a decline in global trade. Its legacy
underscores the complex balance between protectionism and free trade,
highlighting how tariff policies can shape a nation's economic and diplomatic
trajectory. Understanding this legislation provides valuable insights into



the economic policies of the 1920s and the broader context of American
economic history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the main goal of the Fordney-McCumber
Tariff enacted in 19227

The primary goal was to protect American industries and farmers by increasing
tariffs on imported goods, making foreign products more expensive and
encouraging domestic production.

How did the Fordney-McCumber Tariff impact
international trade?

It led to higher tariffs on imports, which contributed to strained
international trade relations and prompted other countries to retaliate with
their own tariffs.

Why was the Fordney-McCumber Tariff considered
significant in the 1920s?

It marked a shift toward protectionism in U.S. trade policy during the 1920s,
aiming to safeguard American industries in a post-World War I economy.

Who were the key figures behind the creation of the
Fordney-McCumber Tariff?

The tariff was sponsored by Senators James Fordney and Warren G. McCumber,
hence the name, and was supported by President Warren G. Harding's
administration.

What were the economic effects of the Fordney-
McCumber Tariff on American consumers?

Consumers faced higher prices on imported goods, which could lead to
increased costs for products and potentially reduce consumer purchasing
power.

Did the Fordney-McCumber Tariff succeed in
protecting American industries?

Yes, it provided temporary protection for domestic industries, but it also
contributed to international trade tensions and economic challenges later on.



How did the Fordney-McCumber Tariff influence U.S.
foreign policy?

By raising tariffs, it signaled a move towards economic nationalism, which
strained relations with other countries and contributed to the rise of
retaliatory tariffs worldwide.

What was the long-term impact of the Fordney-
McCumber Tariff on the U.S. economy?

While it temporarily boosted certain industries, it also contributed to
reduced global trade and economic isolation, factors that played a role in
the onset of the Great Depression.

Additional Resources
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The Fordney-McCumber Tariff, enacted in 1922, remains one of the most
significant and contentious trade policies in early 20th-century American
history. As part of the broader tapestry of post-World War I economic
adjustments, this tariff signaled a shift toward protectionism amid a rapidly
changing global landscape. To fully understand its purpose, it is essential
to explore the historical context, economic motivations, political
considerations, and long-term implications that shaped the legislation.

Historical Context Leading to the Fordney-
McCumber Tariff

The early 1920s in the United States was a period marked by economic
transition and recovery. The nation had just emerged from the tumult of World
War I, during which it had significantly expanded its industrial capacity and
emerged as a global economic power. However, this newfound strength was
accompanied by complex challenges:

- Postwar Economic Adjustment: After the war, American industries faced the
task of converting from wartime to peacetime production. This transition was
fraught with difficulties, including overproduction and declining prices.

- International Economic Instability: Europe, devastated by the war,
struggled to rebuild its economies. Many European countries, notably Britain
and France, sought reparations and economic aid, which created tensions and
uncertainties in international trade.

- Global Trade Disruptions: The war had disrupted traditional trade routes
and relations, leading to increased protectionist tendencies worldwide as



nations sought to shield their domestic industries.

- Rise of Protectionism: The immediate postwar period saw a surge in
protectionist policies, as industries and policymakers sought to safeguard
American jobs and economic interests from foreign competition.

Amid this environment, the U.S. government grappled with how to protect its
burgeoning industries while maintaining favorable international relations.
The tariff debate became central to these efforts.

The Main Objectives of the Fordney-McCumber
Tariff

The Fordney-McCumber Tariff was designed with multiple intertwined
objectives, primarily centered on economic protectionism, fostering domestic
industry, and asserting American economic sovereignty.

1. Protecting Domestic Industries

One of the central purposes of the tariff was to shield American
manufacturers, farmers, and workers from foreign competition. After the war,
many domestic industries faced stiff competition from European imports, which
were often cheaper due to wartime destruction and economic instability
abroad.

Key sectors targeted included:

- Textiles: To support the struggling American textile industry against
cheaper imports.

- Agricultural Products: To protect American farmers from foreign
agricultural imports, which were flooding the market and depressing prices.

- Steel and Machinery: To bolster domestic manufacturing sectors critical for
economic growth and national security.

By raising tariffs on imported goods, the legislation aimed to make foreign

products less competitive compared to domestically produced items, thus
encouraging Americans to buy local.

2. Promoting Economic Self-Sufficiency

The postwar environment fostered a desire among policymakers to make the
United States more economically self-reliant. The idea was to reduce



dependency on foreign imports, especially in vital industries such as
agriculture and manufacturing.

This objective was driven by:

- National Security Concerns: Ensuring that critical industries could sustain
themselves independently of foreign markets.

- Economic Stability: Protecting American industries from volatile
international markets, which could destabilize the domestic economy.

3. Supporting Agricultural and Industrial Growth

Farmers and industrialists lobbied for higher tariffs to secure markets for
their products. The tariff was intended to:

- Increase Farm Prices: By reducing foreign competition, American farmers
hoped to see prices stabilize or rise.

- Foster Industrial Expansion: Protecting manufacturing sectors from foreign
competition was believed to promote industrial growth and employment.

4. Protecting International Negotiations and Trade
Relations

Although protectionist in nature, the Tariff also aimed to leverage American
economic power in negotiations. By establishing a strong tariff policy, the
U.S. sought to:

- Negotiate Better Trade Terms: Use tariffs as a bargaining chip to influence
international trade policies and reparations discussions, especially with
European nations.

- Counteract Foreign Tariffs: Respond to other countries’ protectionist
measures that threatened American exports.

Political Motivations and Influences

The passage of the Fordney-McCumber Tariff was also driven by domestic
political considerations. The Republican administration, led by President
Warren G. Harding, believed that protectionist policies would appeal to
voters and industry leaders.

Key political factors included:



- Republican Party Platform: Emphasizing business-friendly policies and
economic nationalism.

- Industry Lobbying: Business associations and industry groups exerted
pressure on Congress to enact higher tariffs.

- Electoral Dynamics: Protecting American jobs and industries was a
compelling campaign promise in the postwar economic climate.

Notable political figures involved:

- Senator James E. Watson: A prominent supporter advocating for protectionist
measures.

- Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover: Although cautious, Hoover supported
policies that favored American industry growth.

Economic Measures and Features of the Tariff

The Fordney-McCumber Tariff substantially raised tariffs on hundreds of
imported goods. Some features included:

- Tariff Rates: Averaged around 38.5%, significantly higher than previous
tariffs.

- Flexible Tariff Schedule: Allowed for adjustments based on negotiations,
which was intended to facilitate international trade talks.

- Protection for Specific Industries: Tariffs were tailored to protect key
sectors such as textiles, wool, sugar, and steel.

Implications and Criticisms

While the tariff aimed to bolster domestic industries, it also faced
significant criticism:

- International Tensions: Countries retaliated with their own tariffs,
leading to a decline in global trade and contributing to economic
nationalism.

- Trade Wars: The rise of protectionism contributed to the deterioration of
international economic relations, notably with countries like France and
Britain.

- Economic Consequences: Some economists argue that the tariff contributed to
the onset of the Great Depression by stifling international trade and harming



global economic growth.

- Agricultural Impact: While intended to protect farmers, some argue that
higher tariffs increased costs for consumers and industrial inputs.

Long-Term Effects and Legacy

The Fordney-McCumber Tariff marked a shift toward protectionism that would
influence American trade policy throughout the 20th century. Its legacy
includes:

- Precedent for Future Tariffs: The tariff set a precedent for high
protective tariffs, culminating in the Smoot-Hawley Tariff of 1930, which is
often blamed for exacerbating the Great Depression.

- Impact on International Relations: It contributed to declining
international cooperation on trade, influencing the eventual move toward
multilateral agreements post-World War II.

- Economic Nationalism: Reinforced the idea that protecting domestic
industries was vital for national security and economic stability.

In conclusion, the purpose of the Fordney-McCumber Tariff was multifaceted,
rooted in protecting American industries and agriculture, fostering economic
self-sufficiency, and asserting national economic sovereignty in a volatile
postwar context. While it succeeded in shielding certain sectors temporarily,
its broader effects contributed to increased international tensions and
economic challenges that would shape U.S. trade policy for decades to come.
Understanding this legislation provides insight into the complex interplay
between economic interests, political ideologies, and international relations
in early 20th-century America.
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