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The Institutional Foundation
of U.S. Trade Policy:
Revisiting Explanations for the 1934
Reciprocal Trade Agreements Act

In the 1934 Reciprocal Trade Agreements Act (“RTAA”), Congress delegated
its constitutionally granted power to set tariffs to the President. Trade agree-
ments negotiated under the RTAA required no ex post congressional approval.
Instead, the broad authority conferred upon the President was subject to
congressional renewal every three years. Tariff reductions also were no longer
made unilaterally via omnibus tariff legislation, but rather bilaterally via
trade agreements and in exchange for comparable tariff reductions from
foreign trading partners.! The RTAA dramatically altered the governance
structure that had controlled U.S. trade policymaking for over a century,
laying a new institutional foundation that made U.S. postwar participation
in, and leadership of, global trade liberalization and expansion possible.
Indeed, the RTAA is arguably the most important piece of trade legislation
of this century. It also is an unusual case of congressional delegation of
policymaking authority to the President. Representative Hamilton Fish (R-
N.Y.) called the RTAA “a betrayal of our representative form of government
[that] amounts to an open admission by Congress that . . . it is now incom-
petent and unfit to legislate properly, intelligently and in the public inter-
est.” The press described the RTAA as a “radical departure in commercial
policy.”? What accounts for this extraordinary delegation, especially by a
legislative body better known for guarding its power than for giving it away?

This article pursues two goals. First, it challenges the two most influen-
tial explanations for the RTAA. The congressionally-centered “lesson hypoth-
esis” claims legislators learned from the disastrous consequences of the 1930
Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act that they were incapable of passing nationally-ben-
eficial tariff legislation and delegated tariff-setting authority to the President.
Voting data are presented to demonstrate that legislators did not vote in a
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manner consistent with this hypothesis. The second explanation, the
Presidentally-centered “crisis” theory, claims the RTAA was part of Franklin
Roosevelt’s response to the Great Depression, expected to expand export
markets for U.S. products, and that Congress agreed to the delegation be-
cause of the economic crisis created by the Depression and Roosevelt’s strong
political leadership. An examination of the historic record demonstrates
that the crisis explanation is only partially correct. The second main goal of
this article is to expand upon an underemphasized portion of the explana-
tion for the delegation. Legislators supported the RTAA not only in the
hope it would ameliorate the economic crisis or because Roosevelt and his
Secretary of State, Cordell Hull, asked them to, but also because Democrats
expected the RTAA to better protect their preferred low tariff policy from
reversal by future Republican congressional majorities than the system of
omnibus tariff-setting had. Indeed, Democrats hoped the RTAA would in-
stitutionalize low tariffs, as the evidence presented here illustrates. This ar-
ticle describes the three main structural features of the RTAA that were ex-
pected to contribute most significantly to trade liberalization, after review-
ing existing explanations for the RTAA.

Revisiting the “Lesson” and “Crisis” Hypotheses

Numerous explanations for the RTAA have been advanced, but two have
been particularly influential.®> First, the lesson hypothesis focuses on legisla-
tors’ learning from what have long been widely accepted as the consequences
of the 1930 Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act, one of the most infamous examples of
congressional logrolling. Under it, the average tariff rate on dutiable im-
ports rose to 59 percent, one of the highest U.S. tariffs ever.* The tariff took
a year and a half to usher through the Republican-controlled Congress and
contained specific tariff schedules for more than twenty thousand items.
The Smoot-Hawley Tariff was further attacked for initiating a wave of retal-
iatory tariffs against the United States.” From 1929 to 1933, U.S. exports
fell from $488 million to $120 million; imports fell from $368 million to
$96 million; and world trade fell from $35 billion to $12 billion.® In addi-
tion, the Smoot-Hawley Tariff has been accused of turning a recession into
the Great Depression.” The disastrous economic consequences of the tariff
were widely believed to have contributed to the defeat of the Republican
party in the 1932 elections.®

According to the lesson hypothesis, Congress realized it was politically
incapable of passing rational trade legislation and relinquished control of
trade policy.” Fortunately for students of the RTAA, the lesson hypothesis
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contains an implicit prediction about congressional voting on the RTAA. It
assumes that congressional learning occurred between passage of the 1930
Smoot-Hawley Tariff and passage of the RTAA in 1934. This suggests that
many of the legislators voting for the 1930 Smoot-Hawley Tariff would have
voted for the 1934 RTAA, after having learned a lesson from casting a yea
vote on the 1930 Smoot-Hawley Tariff. But most of the votes cast in favor of
the Smoot-Hawley Tariff came from Republicans, while very few of the votes
for the RTAA were from Republicans. Indeed, almost all members eligible
to vote on both the Smoot-Hawley Tariff and the RTAA consistently voted
along partisan lines: Republicans supporting the protectionist Smoot-Hawley
Tariff and opposing the trade-liberalizing RTAA, and Democrats opposing
the Smoot-Hawley Tariff and supporting the RTAA. Indeed, this voting sim-
ply extended the almost-century-long pattern of Republicans favoring high
tariffs to protect their largely industrial constituents from foreign competi-
tion, and Democrats favoring low tariffs to help their largely southern, agri-
culture constituents acquire manufactured goods cheaply.'® Thus, the pro-
tectionist Smoot-Hawley Tariff was predictably supported by Republicans:
92 percent of Representatives and 78 percent of Senators supported it. Con-
versely, 91 percent of House Democrats and 86 percent of Senate Demo-
crats opposed the tariff. Partisanship was even more pronounced in voting
on the RTAA. Fully 98 percent of House Republicans voted against the
trade-expanding RTAA, while 96 percent of House Democrats voted for the
Act. In the Senate, 93 percent of Democrats supported the RTAA, while 85
percent of Republicans opposed it.!

There were ninety-five legislators who were theoretically capable of dem-
onstrating the learning implied by the lesson hypothesis. These were the
legislators who voted yea on the 1930 Smoot-Hawley Tariff and who were
also continuing members of Congress in 1934. Of these ninety-five legisla-
tors, only nine “learned” in the manner suggested by the lesson hypothesis
by voting yea on the RTAA. Moreover, Democratic legislators exhibited con-
siderably greater learning ability than their Republican counterparts: seven
of the nine Democrats in a position to learn did so, in contrast to only two
of the eighty-six Republicans (Table 1). Republicans’ failure to demonstrate
learning is particularly puzzling since it was the Republican Party that was
identified with the Smoot-Hawley Tariff and that suffered the severe elec-
toral defeat in 1932. Of course, the true learners may have been the Repub-
lican legislators defeated in the 1932 elections. Alternatively, the continuing
Republican legislators of 1934 may have learned that their seats were un-
equivocally safe, since they had survived the 1932 election and thus had no
reason to alter their tariff preferences. However, the lesson hypothesis at-
tributes learning to continuing members of the 1934 Congress to describe

https://doi.org/10.1353/jph.2000.0032 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1353/jph.2000.0032

420 THE INSTITUTIONAL FOUNDATION OF U.S. TRADE POLICY

support for the RTAA and the voting record clearly undermines the lesson
hypothesis. Moreover, any explanation of the RTAA must account for why con-
gressional Democrats in particular were willing to delegate tariffsetting author-
ity to the President, since Democrats alone supported the legislation, a fact not
made clear by the lesson hypothesis’ treatment of Congress as a unitary actor.

Table 1. Congressional “Learning” from the Smoot-Hawley Tariff

Yes Votes on Smoot-Hawley E;SAXOWS on the 1934
Republe | Democ | p | Republ- | Democ |
ican rat ican rat
Senate 18 1 19 5 1 ,
House 68 8 76 0 6 ¢
Total 86 9 95 22%) | 7(78%) | 9 (9%)

Sources: Congressional Record 72: 10635 and 10789; Congressional Record 78: 10395 and 5808.

The “crisis” explanation sheds some light on Democratic legislators’ in-
centive to delegate trade policymaking authority to the President, but it, too,
is incomplete. The crisis theory explains the RTAA as an extraordinary re-
sponse to the grave economic crisis posed by the Great Depression—one part
of Roosevelt’s economic recovery program.'? Specifically, the reciprocity re-
quirement of the RTAA was intended to open foreign markets to U.S. prod-
ucts and thus help America export its way out of the Depression. The RTAA
expanded export markets by shifting U.S. tariff-setting from a unilateral sys-
tem, in which American tariff reductions did not have to be met by reduc-
tions on the part of its trading partners, to a bilateral system, in which U.S.
tariff reductions had to be matched by its trading partners. Moreover, crisis-
theory proponents point to Roosevelt’s landslide electoral victory as evidence
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that any legislation Roosevelt sought, particularly early in his administra-
tion, he obtained from a complacent Congress. While the crisis of the De-
pression and Roosevelt’s strong leadership of the party no doubt contrib-
uted to Democrats’ willingness to pass the RTAA, solving the economic
crisis of the Depression was not the sole reason for legislative support of the
RTAA. Moreover, the crisis explanation overlooks the conflict over trade
policy within the Roosevelt administration between economic nationalists
such as Assistant Secretary of State Raymond Moley and Foreign Trade Ad-
viser George Peek and internationalists such as Secretary of State Hull. In-
deed, Roosevelt was initially opposed to the RTAA. What the crisis explana-
tion also fails to recognize is that the RTAA was good political strategy for
Democrats in that it helped provide durability to their preferred low tariffs,
in addition to being good economic policy in that it did significantly expand
export markets for U.S. products. Last, the crisis theory raises a final ques-
tion: Why hadn’t earlier Congresses responded to prior economic depres-
sions by making as sweeping a delegation of tariff-setting authority as the
73d Congress did with the RTAA?"

Related to the crisis theory in its focus on Executive-branch initiative and
congressional passivity is the international system explanation for the RTAA.
This theory maintains that Roosevelt and Hull persuaded Congress to relin-
quish tariff-setting authority because Executive branch control of foreign
economic policy could be used to pursue U.S. international political goals.!*
While the United States did pursue broad geopolitical goals with the RTAA
during the 1930s, the RTAA was more heavily used in this manner after
1947, when Congress broadened Presidential authority under the RTAA to
allow negotiation of multilateral trade agreements and U.S. participation in
and leadership of the GATT began."” Moreover, by focusing exclusively on
the international policy benefits of the RTAA, the international system ex-
planation fails to recognize that the RTAA simultaneously advanced both
an international political goal of the Executive branch and a domestic policy
goal of congressional Democrats. This is partly the result of focusing solely
on Hull’s role as Secretary of State, thus overlooking how his lengthy tenure
as a Democratic member of Congress influenced his trade policy prefer-
ences. I bring this more sharply into focus below.

Expanding the Explanation for Congressional Democrats’

Support of the RTAA

Two interrelated features of tariff-setting became deeply problematic for
Democrats during the post-Civil War period. First, under the system of
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legislative tariff-setting, the ability to set rates, or to alter rates set by political
opponents, depended on unified political control of the federal government.
However, between 1867 and 1932, Democrats wielded unified political con-
trol for only four of thirty-three Congresses. Second, since the post-Civil
War period was one of Republican political hegemony, in the rare instances
when Democrats were politically able to enact tariff legislation (the 1894
Wilson-Gorman Tariff and the 1913 Underwood Tariff), their low rates were
swiftly overturned when Republicans reclaimed power (Fig. 1). Due to Re-
publican political dominance during this period, the overall average tariff
rate between 1867 and 1932 was 41.9 percent, or almost 50 percent higher
than the 28.4 percent average rate set by Democrats when they had the po-
litical power to do so (Table 2). The disparity in the level of tariff protection
enacted by Democrats versus Republicans occurred despite occasional Re-
publican administrations, such as McKinley’s, that understood the need for
a slightly more liberalized tariff policy. In short, Democrats were highly un-
successful in implementing and maintaining low tariffs, and thus in serving
their constituents’ interests. The problem of not being able to enact a du-
rable low tariff became particularly acute for Democrats in 1930, when the
average tariff rate shot up to 59 percent, or twice the Democrats’ preference,
under the Smoot-Hawley Tariff. A news article summarized the Democrats’
dilemma: “Time and again, when Democratic political doctors have come
to power and reduced the tariff, it was only to find themselves swept out of
office shortly thereafter, and to witness . . . the triumphant Republicans put
the tariff higher than ever. A realist in politics recognizes this tendency. The
Democratic Party, under President Roosevelt, is not going to tempt Provi-
dence by repeating the mistakes of the past.”!

In not proposing a tariff bill to lower the rates set under the Smoot-Hawley
Tariff, the newly elected Democratic Congress of the 73d Congress broke a
long tradition of introducing tariff legislation as one of the first acts of busi-
ness whenever partisan legislative control switched. The author and main
advocate of the RTAA both within the Roosevelt administration and pub-
licly was Cordell Hull. Before becoming Secretary of State, Hull served Ten-
nessee as a member of the House from 1906 to 1930 and as a Senator from
1930 to 1932. In both houses Hull served on committees with tariff policy
oversight: on the House Ways and Means Committee from 1910 to 1930
and on the Senate Finance Committee from 1930 to 1932." During his
years in Congress, Hull was one of the Democratic Party’s most articulate
opponents of Republican tariffs, and one of its strongest advocates for low
tariffs. By the time Hull wrote the RTAA, he was one of the most knowl-
edgeable legislators on tariff and revenue matters, having participated in the

drafting of the 1913 and 1930 Tariff Acts and the 1916 and 1917 Revenue
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Table 2. Partisan Tariff Averages, 1867-1932

Period Partisan Political Average Tariff
Dominance Rate for Period
1867-1894 Republican 44.8%
1895-1896 Democratic 41.6
1897-1912 Republican 46.0
1913-1920 Democratic 23.4
1921-1932 Republican 41.0
1867-1932 Period Average 41.9%
Republicans 4.3
Under Democrats 28.4

Source: Historical Statistics of the U.S. (1975), Tables U207-212 and Y204-210.
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Figure 1. Major U.S. Tariff Acts and Average Tariff Rates, 1867-1932
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Acts. In his first months as Secretary of State, Hull focused disproportion-
ate attention on trade matters, perhaps even inappropriately so, given the
U.S. diplomatic tensions with Russia, Japan,and Cuba in 1933."® Thus,
although the RTAA originated in the Executive branch, it was the work of
this longtime Democratic legislator, who was deeply familiar with the tariff-
setting process and uniquely positioned in 1934 to make significant tariff
change a reality.

As a Congressman and Senator, Hull had made two major efforts to per-
manently lower tariffs. First, he was an architect of the Democrats’ 1913
federal income tax, intended to reduce government reliance on tariff duties
as the main source of revenue and thereby remove one of the main political
justifications for protectionism. Second, Hull also sat on the 1916 Ways and
Means Committee that created the Tariff Commission, intended to lower
voters’ tariff preferences with credible, expert information on the consumer
welfare costs of protectionism."” When both the income tax and the Tariff Com-
mission failed to constrain Republican protectionism in the 1920s and 1930s,
Hull pressed ahead with the RTAA in his new role as Secretary of State.

Hull was not acting alone in 1934, however; nor was he the only veteran
of the earlier Democratic attempts to permanently lower tariffs. Indeed, many
congressional Democratic supporters of the federal income tax and the Tar-
iff Commission held powerful positions in the 73d Congress. Speaker of
the House Henry Rainey (D-Ill.) had sponsored the 1916 Tariff Commis-
sion bill. Senator William McAdoo (D-Calif.) had authored much of the
Tariff Commission bill as Treasury Secretary in 1916. Ways and Means Com-
mittee chair Robert Doughton (D-N.C.) and Finance Committee chair Pat
Harrison (D-Miss.) were both twenty-year veterans of Congress. And second-
ranking Senate Finance Committee member Champ Clark (D-Mo.) had been
Speaker of the House during the Wilson administration. Five other Repre-
sentatives who had voted for both the 1913 federal income tax and the 1916
Tariff Commission sat on Ways and Means in 1934 and supported the RTAA:
Clement Dickinson (D-Mo.), David Lewis (D-Mo.), James McClintic (D-
Okla.), Carl Vinson (D-Ga.), and Ashton Shallenberger (D-Neb.).2® All had
previously tried and failed to constrain Republican protectionism, and all
had another opportunity to do so during the 73d Congress.

Hull drafted the first version of the RTAA in early 1933, and Roosevelt
announced on April 2 that he would pursue tariff legislation during the first
session of the 73d Congress, but Roosevelt ultimately refused to send the
bill to Congress. Roosevelt’s priority during his first year as President was
the National Recovery Act, and he feared that introducing tariff legislation
would jeopardize its passage. Roosevelt’s legislative priorities were influenced
by economic nationalists within his cabinet, such as Assistant Secretary of
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State Raymond Moley and Foreign Trade Adviser George Peek, who strongly
opposed Hull’s internationalism and reciprocal trade program, thus con-
tributing to Roosevelt’s initial opposition to the RTAA. However, even in-
ternationalists in the administration recommended postponement of tariff
legislation in 1933. Herbert Feis, Economic Adviser to Hull in the State
Department, cautioned: “Since the fate of much other legislation is undeter-
mined, [ believe it unwise to hazard the whole relationship between the
President and Congress on this [RTAA] bill.”? When Roosevelt removed
the RTAA from the 1933 legislative agenda, just as Hull was sailing for the
World Economic Conference in London that June, Hull felt deeply betrayed,
having been assured by Roosevelt prior to his departure that the reciprocal
trade program would be pursued in Hull’s absence. Roosevelt explained his
reversal: “Domestic problems made general tariff debate dangerous to our
whole program. I am squarely behind you and nothing said or done here
will hamper your efforts. There is no alteration of your policy or mine.”?

In late December 1933, Roosevelt announced he would submit the RTAA
during the second session of the 73d Congress.?> Roosevelt’s decision to
pursue the RTAA occurred just two weeks after Hull’s widely publicized
resolutions at the Pan American Conference in Montevideo, Uruguay, were
unanimously adopted by the twenty-one participating nations, and just days
after the highly praised conference ended.?* Indeed, the favorable publicity
the Montevideo conference and Hull received was in stark contrast to the
negative press received by Moley at June’s London World Economic Confer-
ence.” Moley was one of the RTAA’s most vocal critics within Roosevelt’s
cabinet, and Moley’s unsuccessful handling of the London Conference and
Hull’s successful performance at Montevideo no doubt helped change
Roosevelt’s mind on the RTAA. Notably, during the same radio address in
which Roosevelt announced his intention to seek trade legislation, he also
praised Hull’s leadership at Montevideo. Hull’s star was clearly rising within
the Roosevelt cabinet. Upon Hull’s return in January 1934, he immediately
set to work on a draft of the RTAA.? In early February, Hull summarized
the accomplishments of the Montevideo conference at a well-publicized
National Press Club address and laid out the RTAA.” At the end of the
month, Roosevelt brought congressional leaders to the White House to ham-
mer out the final form of the bill and on 2 March he submitted the RTAA,
together with a message written by Hull, to Congress.

In Congress, the RTAA was an unusual tariff bill, not only in its content
but also in the speed with which it moved through Congress. Within two
weeks, the bill had successfully passed through the Ways and Means Com-
mittee and the full House—an extraordinarily fast pace for tariff legislation.
The RTAA was reported out of committee without amendments. The full
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House debated the bill for just five days before passing it. Republican amend-
ments to the bill concerned (1) exemptions of specific, historically protected
commodities from trade agreements, (2) limiting tariff reductions to levels
equalizing “production costs” between U.S. and foreign producers, (3) re-
quiring congressional ratification of all proposed trade agreements, and (4)
allowing congressional rejection of any reciprocal trade agreements after a
year. These amendments to dilute or restrict Presidential authority were eas-
ily defeated.?® The only significant House floor amendment to the bill was
proposed by Robert Doughton, chair of Ways and Means: the three-year
renewal fuse of the RTAA was inserted to placate some legislators who were
afraid Roosevelt would abuse the authority the RTAA conferred on him.?

Democrats argued during congressional debate on the bill that reciproc-
ity would encourage lower foreign tariffs and thereby stimulate an increase
in U.S. exports, especially in agricultural goods.*® Democrats also argued
that the potential for successfully concluding trade agreements would be
vastly improved by doing away with Senate ratification of trade treaties and
pointed to the authority to negotiate trade agreements that was granted to
government ministers in most other industrialized countries as rationales
for the RTAA delegation.” And, as in all prior tariff debates, Democrats
lashed out at Republican protective tariffs on the grounds that they were
unjust privileges for the wealthy. As Senator Thomas Gore (D-Okla.) noted,
tariffs are “paid for by the working poor, especially farmers, who [are] com-
pelled to buy everything . . . on a protective market, and to sell everything
... in a free market, at prices regulated by world conditions.”*

Republicans’ primary argument against the RTAA was that the delega-
tion of legislative authority it embodied was unconstitutional, specifically
reasoning that the bill delegated to the Executive treaty-making and taxing
powers that the Constitution specified as the sole domain of Congress.*
Democrats argued in response that there were precedents for delegation of
tariff-setting authority, particularly in the flexible tariff provisions of the
1922 and 1930 Tariff Acts, both of which had been upheld in legal chal-
lenges.>* Republicans also argued that U.S. industry and labor would be
pauperized by competing directly against goods and labor from low-wage
countries and that there was no evidence that entering into reciprocal trade
agreements would expand trade.”

Although the Senate took two months to pass the bill, it, too, moved with
unusual speed. The Finance Committee added to the bill the requirement
that the President provide public notice of intent to negotiate reciprocal
trade agreements, to hold hearings on such proposed agreements, and to
utilize the information and advice of the Tariff Commission and the State,
Agriculture, and Commerce Departments in negotiating reciprocal trade
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agreements.’® This was partly in response to Republican criticism that trade
agreements would be negotiated behind closed doors. Senator Pat Harrison
(D-Miss.) proposed the public notice amendment because he thought it would
quell any remaining opposition and enable the bill to pass by “almost unani-
mous consent.”

Full Senate debate lasted three weeks (longer than in the House) because
of the discovery that a trade agreement negotiated between Colombia and
the U.S. State Department in December 1933 was actually a prototype recip-
rocal trade agreement. Republican efforts to force the publication of this
proposed treaty delayed Senate action on the RTAA. Republicans hoped to
show that the Roosevelt administration planned to “sacrifice” certain U.S.
industries to expand foreign trade. The media picked up on the story and
the Colombia treaty became a hot editorial topic. However, the State De-
partment never released the Colombia treaty prior to the RTAA vote. In the
end, Republican-sponsored amendments to the bill made on the Senate floor
largely echoed the House amendments, although the Senate made greater
attempts to require congressional approval of all trade agreements.’® All pro-
posed amendments were again easily defeated.*

Predictably, industry support and opposition to the RTAA tended to be a
function of the level of existing protection afforded an industry. Heavily
protected industries opposed the RTAA, reasoning that their tariff protec-
tion would be lessened. Industries that were export-oriented, had minor tar-
iff protection, or relied on heavily-dutied component parts supported the
RTAA, reasoning that tariff reductions would expand their export potential
or decrease their component parts costs.* The Ways and Means Commit-
tee received sixty-three pieces of RTAA-related correspondence from produc-
ers; fifty-nine were opposed to the bill. The industries most frequently repre-
sented included millers, textile producers, scientific instrument manufac-
turers, and toy makers. Cotton and wheat farmers wrote in support of the
RTAA.#* The Senate Finance Committee received seventy-four pieces of
RTAA-related correspondence from producers; seventy-two were in opposi-
tion. The industries most frequently represented included the lace, wool,
glass, textile, paper, and chemical industries. Export associations supported
the RTAA.* Producer interests also wrote their individual legislators. Wool
and mining interests were particularly hostile to the RTAA, while the auto
industry and many agricultural segments were strong supporters.*

The pattern of industry opposition to and support of the RTAA was
consistent with the economic welfare effects of tariff protection. Protection
provides protected industries and labor within those industries with an eco-
nomic surplus in the form of higher profits and wages than would prevail
under full competition. However, this surplus accrues at the expense of con-
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sumers, an issue rarely addressed by Republicans because protective tariffs
transferred income from consumers and farmers (primarily Democratic con-
stituents) to industries and workers in protected industries (primarily Re-
publican constituents).** In short, Republican arguments about the economic
effects of tariff protection discussed only the benefits of the policy because
they accrued primarily to their constituents, while the costs were borne pri-
marily by Democrats’ constituents. Democrats confronted another problem.
The broadly distributed nature of protectionism’s costs and the highly con-
centrated distribution of its pecuniary benefits made mobilization of a low-
tariff political coalition difficult. The RTAA would partially unravel this
dynamic, as the next section describes.

On June 12, Roosevelt signed the bill into law. A comparison of the com-
mittee hearings for the major tariff bills preceding the RTAA illustrates how
fundamentally the legislative process leading to passage of the RTAA dif-
fered from the process of writing previous tariff acts (Table 3). Hull’s and
other Democrats’ vision became reality as the RTAA contributed to the swift
and seemingly permanent decline in tariff rates illustrated in Figure 2. By
1947, the average tariff had decreased by more than half from pre-RTAA
levels, from 46.7 percent in 1934 to 19.3 percent.* The next section focuses
on the specific features of the RTAA that ensured lower tariffs, even during
a future period of unified Republican political control.

Institutionalizing Low Tariffs with the RTAA

In the short run, it was widely expected that the RTAA would lead to lower
tariffs because it was known that Roosevelt favored at least some tariff liber-
alization, and the Democratic-controlled Congress would not reject tariff
cuts. After all, the 1932 Democratic party platform “advocate(d] reciprocal
tariff agreements with other nations [as a way to lower tariffs and expand
trade].”* The RTAA was primarily designed to protect against a return to
high tariffs under the next period of Republican unified political control of
the federal government. Three features in particular contributed to the insti-
tutionalization of low tariffs under the RTAA.

Presidential Tariffsetting. The first structural feature contributing to the
durability of trade liberalization under the RTAA was the congressional del-
egation of trade policymaking authority to the President. Although Republi-
can Presidents historically had favored higher tariffs than Democratic Presi-
dents or Congresses, they had also favored lower tariffs than Republican
Congresses.*” This difference stems from the fact that the President’s con-
stituency is national, in contrast to the local or regional constituency served
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1934 Reciprocal Trade
Agreements Act

Figure 2. U.S. Average Tariff Rates, 1867-1998
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Table 3. Comparative overview of Congressional Committee

Hearings on Major Tarriff Legislation, 1913-1934

431

House Ways & Means

Senate Finance

1913 Underwood
Tariff Act

No. of days of committee
hearings

23 days

Not Available

No. of pages of hearing
transcript

6,355 (9 vols.)

Not Available

No. of pages of legislation |88 pages

1922 Fordney-McCumber

Tariff Act

No. of days of committee 36 days 12 days

hearings

No. of pages of hearing
transcript

4,466 (7 vols.)

5,420 (8 vols.)

No. of pages of legislation 132 pages

1930 Smoot-Hawley

Tariff Act

No. of days of committee 43 days 26 days

hearings

No. of pages of hearing
transcript

10,684 (18 vols.)

8,578 (18 vols.)

No. of pages of legislation 173 pages

1934 Reciprocal Trade

Agreements Act

No. of days of committee 5 days 4 days
hearings

No. of pages of hearing 479 (1 vol.) 415 (1 vol.)
transcript

No. of pages of legislation 3 pages
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by a legislator.* A member of Congress is often rewarded for a tariff that
protects an important industry in her district because the benefits of tariff
protection, such as higher employment and economic rents in the protected
industry, are concentrated in that district. The costs of protection, such as
higher consumer prices and resource allocation distortions, are distributed
nationally, making constituent blame for the costs of protectionism much
more diffuse and politically ineffective. Delegation to the President removed
agenda-setting power on tariff and trade matters from members of Con-
gress, who are responsible only for protecting local interests, and transferred
it to the one political actor responsible for national welfare, including the
consumer welfare losses associated with tariff protection. As one publica-
tion observed: “There is only one authority in the country that represents
the transcendent public interest against a host of lesser interests—and that is
the Presidency.”® The RTAA thus established a ceiling on future tariff in-
creases, since tariff-setting controlled by a Republican President would re-
sult in lower rates than tariff-setting controlled by a Republican Congress.
Supporters of the RTAA recognized and applauded the likely results of
the congressional delegation of tariff-setting authority to the President. Hull’s
economic adviser, Herbert Feis, advocated Presidential tariff-making as early
as 1930 because “the Executive alone [can] develop a plan which represents
a national outlook.””® Many voters and industrial interests also believed Presi-
dential tariffsetting would lead to lower tariffs. A manager at the Omaha
Flour Mills opined: “We all know the great difficulty of securing, through
Congress, the enactment of a tariff low enough to benefit the whole nation.
Only by empowering the President, unbiased by local interest, can tariffs be
made for the nation’s good.”! A representative of the General Steamship
Corporation felt “the 1934 RTAA removed [the American tariff problem]
from political abuse and [promoted the] national economy and welfare.”*?
And a representative of the Committee on Commercial Policy, a group of
private citizens interested in international policy, noted: “Individual Con-
gressmen are subject to great pressure from local economic interests desiring
protection, and the tendency has been to trade votes, thus bringing about a
general increase in duties with little or no attention to the interests of the
country as a whole. In the future [tariff legislation] should be based upon a
carefully formulated determination of the interests of the nation as a whole.”
Republican opponents of the RTAA also were astute observers of the
intended effects of the congressional delegation of tariffsetting authority to
the President. Senator Warren Austin (R-Vt.) predicted: “This measure is to
be so effective in time and scope and objective as to bind the Congress . . .
so that it may not . . . change the rate of duty that is established by the Chief
Executive under his authority and power.” Senator Frederick Steiwer (R-
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Ore.) correctly observed: “This bill was not drawn by novices. Its very struc-
ture indicates that it was carefully formulated by someone who knew what
he was doing, and it is difficult to attribute to the authors of this bill any-
thing other than the deliberate design to accomplish [the abolition of pro-
tective tariffs].” Representative Thomas Jenkins (R-Ohio) opined that “when
the tariff needs to be changed, it should be changed by its friends and not by
its enemies.” The Roosevelt administration, congressional Democrats, and
the RTAA were clearly regarded by Republicans as enemies of the protective
tariff. Austin summarized the overall impact of the RTAA: “Never before
... has the President [been given the power] to create the duty, to create the
form of the duty, to write the classification of the article, to fix the charges,
and to apply the rates determined upon to articles produced in all foreign
countries.”*

Elimination of Senate Approval of Trade Agreements. The second structural
mechanism by which the RTAA institutionalized lower tariffs was the elimi-
nation of Senate approval of trade agreements. Prior to the RTAA, a trade
treaty had to be preferred to the status quo trade policy by both the Presi-
dent and two-thirds of Senators to be ratified. After the RTAA, Congress no
longer voted directly to approve trade agreements but rather took a simple
majority vote every three years on whether to renew the Presidential author-
ity conferred by the RTAA. The RTAA thus greatly reduced the political
transaction costs associated with Senate ratification, as Democrats’ predicted
during legislative debate.

Unsurprisingly, eighteen of the twenty-one trade agreements proposed
during the nineteenth century failed, either because the Senate outright re-
jected them or because Senate amendments made the agreement unaccept-
able to the other country (Table 4).>> A 1933 Tariff Commission study of
the causes for the paucity of successfully concluded trade agreements prior
to the RTAA summarized: “The greatest single obstacle to the completion of
reciprocity arrangements appears to be the difficulty in securing the assent
of two-thirds of the Senators to such arrangements.” Feis also noted the
difficulty of obtaining Senate ratification of trade agreements under the sys-
tem of omnibus tariffsetting. Hull despised this approval process since “no
American Senate has ever approved a trade treaty negotiated by the Execu-
tive which materially reduced tariffs.” And Senator Harry Byrd (D-Va.) ex-
pressed concern during RTAA debate that it might be amended to include
Senate approval of treaties, thereby eradicating one of the main features of
the bill that would result in permanent liberalization.>® In sharp contrast to
the three trade agreements ratified in the one hundred years prior to the
RTAA, twenty-seven bilateral trade agreements were successfully negotiated
and concluded under the RTAA in just the first the twelve years from 1934
and 1947 (Table 5).

https://doi.org/10.1353/jph.2000.0032 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1353/jph.2000.0032

434

THE INSTITUTIONAL FOUNDATION OF U.S. TRADE POLICY

Table 4. Outcome of Trade Agreements Negotiated Prior to 1934 RTAA

Year | Country Cause of Treaty Failure Success
1844 | Germany Senate rejects
1854 | Canada 1855-64
1855 | Hawaii Senate rejects
1856 | Mexico Senate rejects
1867 | Hawaii Senate rejects
1871 | Canada Senate rejects
1875 | Hawaii 1876-1900
1883 | Mexico Senate ratifies treaty but rejects
authorizing legislation
1884 | Spain Negotiated by Arthur, withdrawn by
Cleveland
1884 | Dominican | Negotiated by Arthur, withdrawn by
Republic Cleveland
1888 | Canada Senate rejects
1890 | Great Great Britain rejects
Britain
1899 | France Senate withholds vote
1899 | Argentina |Senate withholds vote
1899 | Ecuador Senate withholds vote
1899 | Nicaragua Senate withholds vote
1899 | Great Senate withholds vote
Britain
1901 | Russia Senate rejects
1902 | Great Senate amendments unacceptable to
Britain Great Britain
1902 | Cuba 1902-34
1909 | Canada U.S. approves; Canada refuses to ratify in
1911

Source: U. S. Tariff Commission, Reciprocity and Commercial Treaties (Washington, D.C.,
Government Printing Office, 1919).
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Table 5. Trade Agreements Entered Into By the U.S., 1844-1946

’ Number of Average Number
Period of Agreements
Agreements
per Year
1844 to 1933 *
(pre-RTAA) 3 0.03
1934 to 1946
(bilateral 27 2.10
agreements)
1947 to 1948 (1st
year 'of GATT, 24 24.00
multilateral
agreements)

* At the pre-RTAA rate of trade agreement completion, it would have taken 810 years to negotiate
the 27 agreements concluded in the first 13 years under the RTAA.

Sources: “Tariff Report No. 228,” in the Tom Connally Papers, Library of Congress, Manuscript
Division, container 129; Henry Tasca, The Reciprocal Trade Policy of the United States (Philadel-

In addition to lowering the hurdle to the successful completion trade agree-
ments, the elimination of Senate approval of trade agreements also greatly
diminished the veto power and thus the political voice of protectionists. Sen-
ate opponents were keenly aware that the RTAA would reduce their political
power. In response to a pro-RTAA letter he received, Senator William Borah
(R-Idaho) explained: “Upon matters so vital to the interests of that part of the
country in which I live, [ am anxious to be heard before any [trade agreement]
is consummated.” In another letter, Borah demanded to know: “What kind of
a miserable politician would I be, having been selected by my people to repre-
sent them here, to barter away my power and surrender my influence in such
matters!” Indeed, Borah even attempted to organize opposition to the RTAA
among his own constituents, independently writing to more than a dozen
local industry leaders and urging them to organize a grassroots campaign. He
suggested that they publicly frame their opposition to the RTAA by claiming
that the elimination of Senate ratification was unconstitutional, although
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he privately conceded that the constitutionality argument was simply an
elegant disguise to conceal obvious self-interest.>’

Borah was not alone among protectionist Republicans in recognizing that
the RTAA would curtail protectionists’ political influence on tariff matters.
Numerous kindred legislators bemoaned their diminished political voice
under the RTAA.?® It was also clear to Roosevelt cabinet members that the
RTAA would shift the focus of lobbying on tariff matters from Congress to
the Executive branch, specifically to the State Department.” Unsurprisingly,
Republicans actively sought the repeal of RTAA in the years following its
enactment. During debate on the RTA Extension Act of 1940, Senate Mi-
nority Leader Charles McNary (R-Ore.) supported repeal of the RTAA so
that “the question of protection and tariff-making [would be thrown] back
to the representatives of the people.” In the years after the RTAA’s passage,
McNary and other protectionist Republicans were reduced to mere lobbyists
on tariff issues, rather than powerful political actors. When the Secretary of
the Oregon Wool Growers Association requested McNary’s aid in opposing
the proposed Australian wool tariff reduction in 1939, McNary’s only re-
course was to write Hull and urge that the tariff not be lowered. Similarly,
McNary's response to a 1938 plea from the protectionist Cattle & Horse
Raisers’ Association of Oregon was to appear in front of the Tariff Commis-
sion, which was holding flexible tariff hearings on livestock duties, and voice
his protest.®® Legislators could also petition the Committee for Reciprocity
Information, established by the Executive Order when Roosevelt signed the
RTAA, that considered the arguments of interested parties to proposed trade
agreements, but they were reduced to the same petitioner status as their
constituents under this system.® The RTAA thus fundamentally altered the
balance of power between protectionist and liberalizing interest groups and
ensured that protectionists’ political voice would be reduced and free trad-
ers’ political voice amplified on future trade matters.

Protectionist interest groups also understood that their political voice, as
exercised through their elected legislators, would be reduced under the RTAA.
Of the fifty-nine letters opposing the RTAA that the Ways and Means com-
mittee received, twenty-five specifically mentioned the harm to protectionist
interests that would result from the elimination of Senate ratification of
trade agreements.®” The Velvet Association protested to the Finance Com-
mittee: “Under the [RTAA], no industry now protected by a tariff is afforded
the opportunity to be heard [by Congress] in its own defense. The most
fundamental principle of democratic government is thereby completely de-
stroyed.” Many industries expressed dismay that the RTAA would “place in
the hands of one man [Roosevelt] the power to remove tariff protection at
will” and “take away from citizens their property without any right to be
heard . . . and without compensation.”® Indeed, industries and legislators
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favoring protectionism regularly invoked in their arguments against the RTAA
themes of unconstitutionality and despotism. Senator Borah called the RTAA
a fascist bill in a speech that brought him a flood of congratulatory notes.®
And one RTAA opponent was forced to concede: “One might even admit
that an impartial Executive could make a better tariff law than the Ways and
Means Committee of Congress, but when you admit that . . . then you ac-
cept a dictatorship formula of government.”®

Reciprocity. The third structural feature of the RTAA contributing to du-
rable trade liberalization was the reciprocity of tariff reductions under the
RTAA. Prior to the RTAA, U.S. tariffs were set unilaterally where tariff re-
ductions by the U.S. did not have to be met by reciprocal reductions on the
part of her trading partner. Under this system, protectionist interests had
powerful, rent-seeking incentives to lobby for high rates because the benefits
of tariff protection were lucrative and concentrated, while the welfare losses
were broadly distributed. Conversely, export-oriented interest groups had
little incentive to lobby for trade liberalization because foreign markets were
not opened as a condition of U.S. tariff reductions. The reciprocal lowering
of foreign trade barriers ushered in with the RTAA, however, provided a
concentrated benefit to exporters from trade liberalization in the form of
reduced tariff barriers in export markets. This benefit, in turn, finally gave ex-
porters an incentive to exercise their political voice and lobby their legislators for
freer trade. Over time, the lobbying by proliberalization interests would shift
legislative preferences in favor of freer trade, thus ensuring the repeated exten-
sion of the RTAA and resulting in seemingly institutionalized low tariffs.*

In presenting the RTAA to Congress, Roosevelt predicted that “impor-
tant branches of agriculture, such as cotton, tobacco, hogs and rice, and
those branches of American industry whose mass production methods have
led the world, will find expanded opportunities and productive capacity in
foreign markets.” Many legislators agreed. Senator Arthur Capper, a progres-
sive Kansas Republican, supported the RTAA because he believed it would
open up export markets to U.S. agricultural products. Representative Henry
Rainey (D-Ill.) was similarly supportive. And Representative Thomas Ford
(D-Calif.) was jubilant about the RTAA’s reciprocity feature and the
proliberalization lobby that it might create.’” Exportoriented interest groups
also understood how vital the RTAA and its reciprocity feature were to opening
up foreign markets. A representative of the National Automobile Chamber of
Commerce displayed a sophisticated understanding of trade economics when
he argued the RTAA would “restore many of the jobs destroyed by trade strangu-
lation in the past, and through revival of the purchasing power of our working-
men, will help to reestablish a larger domestic demand for goods of all kinds.”

QOwerall Liberalizing Impact of RTAA. Significantly, Hull considered the
RTAA his greatest political achievement among a long list of notable politi-
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cal victories. In his memoirs, Hull indicates his belief that the RTAA was
the solution to the problem of Republican high tariffs:

The life of a man in politics is a series of conflicts. I have had my full
share, but none was . . . more successful and important than the fight
for the Trade Agreements. I was 36 years old when in my maiden ad-
dress in Congress I pleaded for lower tariffs and fewer trade restric-
tions. I was 62 years old when in 1934 we finally won the fight to reduce them,
after our temporary victory with the Underwood Act of 1913 which . ..
the Republicans promptly tore to pieces when they came to power in 1921.

Similarly, Representative John Rankin (D-Miss.) felt the RTAA provided
“a splendid opportunity to permanently readjust [the United State’s] interna-
tional trade, which [had] been destroyed by the shortsighted [protectionist]
policies of former administrations.” In 1940, Hull predicted that, if the RTAA
were not renewed that year, there would be “a return to the embargo tariffs
of the Hawley-Smoot regime or their equivalent, and to a process of iniqui-
tous logrolling on tariff adjustments.”® The RTAA was clearly regarded as the
permanent solution to protectionism—by both Democrats and Republicans—or
else the battles over the RTA Extension Acts would not have been so hotly fought.™

In conclusion, existing explanations for the RTAA are necessary but not
entirely sufficient to explain this remarkable congressional delegation of
policymaking authority to the President. While it is true that Democrats
hoped to stimulate the economy with the RTAA, as the lesson hypothesis
asserts, and that Roosevelt provided strong policy leadership which congres-
sional Democrats often followed, as the crisis explanation posits, these ex-
planations for the RTAA are incomplete. And, although Hull’s passionate
advocacy of the RTAA was critical to its passage, Hull’s tenacity alone does
not explain congressional support of such a broad delegation of power. What
did Democratic legislators gain by giving away tariff-setting and trade agree-
ment approval powers! This article argues that the RTAA was an attempt to
finally provide durability to Democrat’s preferred low-tariff policy after seven
decades of Republican tariff policy dominance. Moreover, this attempt has
been highly successful, as the seemingly permanent trade liberalization since
the RTAA demonstrates. Finally, the most remarkable feature of the RTAA
is that it simultaneously advanced so many different political goals: the Ex-
ecutive branch’s desire for foreign economic policymaking power, industry’s
demand for expanded export markets, and Democratic legislators’ desire to
end seven decades of failing to deliver consistent, low tariffs to their con-
stituents.

Rice University
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Paul Samuelson, “Protection and Real Wages,” Review of Economic Studies 9 (1941): 58.
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and U.S. Tariff Commission, The Tariff and Its History (Washington, D.C., 1934).

https://doi.org/10.1353/jph.2000.0032 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1353/jph.2000.0032

KAREN E. SCHNIETZ 443

48. The difference in electoral constituencies for the President and members of Congress
yields systematic differences in their policy preferences. James Burns, The Deadlock of Democ-
racy (Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1963); Terry Moe, “Political Institutions: The Neglected Side of
the Story,” Journal of Law, Economics and Organization 6 (1990): 213-53; and Barry Weingast,
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from J. Belger to Rep. R. Doughton (D-N.C.), Ways & Means Papers, container 185. For a
formal articulation of how the RTAA eliminated logrolling, see Sharyn O’Halloran, Politics,
Process, and American Trade Policy (Ann Arbor, 1994).

54. Quotes in Congressional Record 78: 10214; 10202; 5448; and 10212, respectively.
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ported from countries whose duties on U.S. products were “unequal and unreasonable.” De-
spite the reciprocity provision’s name, it was based on a principle of penalizing, rather than
inviting, tariff reductions by offering corresponding reductions; it was abolished by the Demo-
cratic 1894 Wilson-Gorman Tariff. Nine agreements were negotiated under section 3 of the
Republican 1897 Dingley Tariff, which authorized the President to adjust tariffs on items
when imported from countries that granted reciprocal concessions. This provision was abol-
ished by the Republican 1909 Payne-Aldrich Tariff. These nineteen “reciprocal trade agree-
ments” differed from the RTAA in that Presidential authorization was highly limited, and
they raised most tariffs.

56. Report “Reciprocity under Conditional and Unconditional Most-Favored-Nation Trea-
ties,” 19, forwarded to Hull with a 2 March 1933 cover letter from T. Page (Vice-Chair Tariff
Commission), Hull Papers, container 33; 17 February 1934 Feis Notes, “Some Observations,”
Feis Papers, container 124; Hull, Memoirs, 252; 26 April 1934 letter from Byrd to Hull, Hull
Papers, container 36.

57. 1 May 1934 letter to G. Bauer, 4 March 1934 letter to C. Curtis, and Borah’s appeals
to business leaders, in the Borah Papers, container 402.

58. March 1934 speech to Maine State Republican Convention by Sen. W. White (R-
Me.), in the Wallace White Papers, Library of Congress, Manuscript Division, container 67; 3
August 1934 letter from Borah to W. Weisenbeerger (National Association of Manufactur-
ers), Borah Papers, container 402.

59. 23 March 1934 letter from Moley to Feis, Feis Papers, container 21.

60. 17 February 1939 letter from McNary to L. Nichols (Secretary Pacific Grange); 17
December 1939 letter from McNary to W. Holt; and 4 April 1938 telegram from McNary to
H. Oliver, all in McNary Papers, container 44. Similarly, see 5 August 1935 letter from Norris
to B. Berkheimer, Norris Papers, container 59.

61. 16 December 1934 letter from Hull to McNary, McNary Papers, container 44. See also
Borah’s replies to constituent appeals on the 1935 proposed pulp wool tariff reduction, Borah
Papers, container 433.

62. Ways & Means Papers, container 185.

63. 26 March 1934 telegram from Turner and Seymour Manufacturing Company to House
Ways and Means Committee; and 28 March 1934 letter from W. Coleman (American Flyer
Toy Company) to Rep. Doughton, Ways & Means Papers, container 185.
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64. Borah Papers, container 400; 2 January 1940 letter from F. Ransom (Eastern & West-
ern Lumber) to McNary, McNary Papers, container 45.

65. 1 April 1934 article, “Dangerous Tariff Experiment,” by Henry Fletcher, The Awakener: A
National Organ of Uncensored Opinion (published in New York City), Borah Papers, container 811.

66. Empirical support has been offered for this analysis. Although legislators did not take
into account the export dependence of their districts in votes on tariff-policy prior to the
RTAA, they did do so after the RTAA. Michael Gilligan, Empowering Exporters: Reciprocity,
Delegation, and Collective Action in American Trade Policy (Ann Arbor, 1997). Similarly, district-
level export-dependence, more than partisanship, affected voting behavior on several trade
bills in 1953 and 1962. Michael Bailey, Barry Weingast, and Judy Goldstein, “The Institu-
tional Roots of American Trade Policy: Politics, Coalitions and International Trade,” World
Politics 49 (1998): 309-38. In addition, empirical evidence has been offered to show that
private interests understood how fundamentally the RTAA would alter trade policy outcomes;
investors in firms heavily dependent on export sales in 1934 bid up the stock prices of those
firms significantly following news of the RTAA’s likely passage. Karen Schnietz, “Investor
Response to Trade Regulatory Change: The 1934 Reciprocal Trade Agreements Act,” Work-
ing Paper, Rice University.

67. Washington Post, 3 March 1934, 2; 1 June 1934 letter from Capper to W. White, in the
William Allen White Papers, Library of Congress, Manuscript Division, container 214; 8 March
1934 telegram from G. Bauer to Rep. H. Rainey (D-Ill.), Ways & Means Papers, container 404;
20 December 1933 letter from Ford to Hull, Hull Papers, container 35.

68. 30 April 1934 letter from G. Bauer to Borah, Borah Papers, container 402.

69. Hull Memoirs, 352 (emphasis added); 30 June 1934 letter from Rankin to Hull, Hull
Papers, container 36 (emphasis added); 16 December 1939 letter from Hull to McNary, McNary
Papers, container 44.

70. See the large volume of correspondence relating to the 1937 or 1940 RTA Extension
Acts (sometimes more voluminous than correspondence relating to the 1934 RTAA) in the
following collections: Pittman Papers, containers 157-58; Borah Papers, container 484; McNary
Papers, container 45; and the Robert M. La Follette Papers, Library of Congress, Manuscript
Division, containers 315 and 346.

The evidence left by Democratic members of the 73d Congress is not as voluminous as
historians might like. This is partly because only a few manuscript collections exist and, when
they do, few contain much material from 1934. For example, the papers of Representative
Emanuel Cellar (D-N.Y.) contain no documents on trade issues prior to 1935. The manu-
script collection of Congressman Ross Collins (D-Miss.) has no documents relating to the
RTAA and little political correspondence at all. Tom Connally’s (D-Tex.) papers are extremely
sparse in 1933-34, with no documents on the Senator’s feelings about the RTAA. The Will-
iam McAdoo Papers (D-Calif.) are extensive, but, unfortunately, McAdoo was gravely ill dur-
ing the period the RTAA was debated and there is no evidence about his feelings on the
RTAA or most other legislative matters from late 1933 to mid-1934. The manuscript collec-
tion of Senator Key Pittman (D-Nev.) is extensive, but nonetheless contains no materials
relating to the RTAA. And, finally, the papers of Representative Henry Rainey (D-I11.) contain
no correspondence whatsoever for 1934.

There are two additional possibilities for the dearth of evidence left by Democratic legisla-
tors. First, recall that the RTAA moved with extraordinary speed through Congress. There
was little time for legislators to ponder the measure, let alone accumulate or send much
correspondence regarding the RTAA to constituents and confidants. Moreover, the second
session of the 73d Congress, like the first, considered and passed a large volume of major
legislation. The burden of attending simultaneously to many bills is likely to have contributed
to the relatively few letters left by Democratic legislators on the RTAA. Fortunately, Hull, a
few Democratic legislators, some prominent Republican opponents, and many interest groups
left sufficient evidence of how the RTAA’s specific structural features were expected to alter
future trade policy outcomes.
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