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Passage of the Walker Tariff in 1846 was a significant event in antebellum
U.S. trade policy. Drawn up by the administration of James K. Polk and
navigated through Congress by Democratic majorities, the new legislation
was designed to lower tariffs and open domestic markets, particularly to
British manufactured goods. Of greater significance, the Walker Tariff was
the political child of a coalition of Southern planters and Western grain
growers, a coalition—long sought, yet hitherto elusive—committed to the
promotion of export agriculture. The Walker Tariff reversed the protectionist
principles embodied in the ‘‘black tariff’’ of 1842 and inaugurated a decade
and a half of freer trade, a period that also witnessed the conclusion of the
Canadian Reciprocity Treaty of 1854 and the further liberalization of the
tariff in 1857. This ‘‘triumph of free trade principles’’!' was reversed only
with the passage of the Morrill Tariff in 1861 and the advent of civil war.
There was little doubt about where the great Northern and Southern sec-
tions of the country stood on the tariff issue in the 1840s. Poised in a tense
political balance, each articulated an alternative vision of America’s eco-
nomic development. The future of American trade policy, as it had for
decades, turned on the preferences of Western farming interests. The North,
advocating protection for its rapidly expanding urban-industrial markets,
sought to convince grain growers in the West that an essentially autarkic
trade policy would best provide a large and dynamic market for their produce.
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The South, on the other hand, argued for free trade, integration into the
international division of labor, and the production of foodstuffs and raw
materials for world markets. Logically, both were feasible directions for
Western farmers to pursue. Their choice was contingent upon the openness
of international grain markets.

The Walker Tariff was a significant event in the foreign economic policy
of Britain as well. British officials watched closely the events transpiring in
the U.S. Congress and were in a position to influence the proceedings through
their own policy actions. Indeed, political entrepreneurs on both sides of
the Atlantic recognized that abolishing the Corn Laws was the single most
effective means for influencing the trade policy interests of the West, the
pivotal region in the formulation of American trade policy. By repealing the
Corn Laws in 1846 and allowing access to its lucrative grain market, Britain
fundamentally altered the economic and political incentives of Western ag-
riculturalists and facilitated the emergence of the free trade coalition essential
to the passage of the Walker Tariff. Thus, by unilaterally lowering tariffs,
Britain succeeded in laying the basis for and constructing a liberal interna-
tional economic order.

In developing this argument, we invite readers to consider the repeal of
the Corn Laws, typically explained as the outcome of a struggle between
industrial and agricultural interests in Britain, through a different lens—that
of hegemonic leadership. Historical evidence suggests that the international
ramifications of repeal were well understood in Britain and were used in
important ways during the debates to sway public and political opinion.
While this does not provide a sufficient explanation for the abolition of the
Corn Laws, it nonetheless suggests that Britain was pursuing a strategy of
leadership and openness within the international economy.

Thus, this article seeks not only to understand antebellum tariff policy in
the United States but also to contribute to the ongoing debate on the strat-
egies undertaken by hegemonic leaders in the pursuit of international free
trade. We posit three ‘“‘faces’ of hegemony characterized by distinct in-
struments and targets of hegemonic influence. Conceptualizing hegemony
as possessing three different faces allows us to organize contemporary stud-
ies on hegemonic process in a manner that highlights what we believe to be
an important theoretical gap in the existing literature. We argue, moreover,
that the second face is inadequately understood and central to the case of
the Walker Tariff of 1846.

This article is divided into six major sections. The first develops the three
faces of hegemony. The second surveys the trajectory of American tariff
policy in the period 1824-61 in order to place the Walker Tariff in historical
perspective. The third discusses the regional cleavages that exerted such an
important effect on antebellum tariff policy. The fourth examines the repeal
of the Corn Laws, and the fifth examines the tactical issue of the ‘‘Oregon
question.” Finally, the sixth surveys the actual passage of the Walker Tariff
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and contrasts our explanation with others that focus on partisanship as the
motive or force behind liberalization. The conclusion summarizes the issues
raised in'this article and suggests the broader applicability of the analysis.

Three faces of hegemony

How do hegemonic leaders construct and maintain a liberal and open inter-
national economy? Or, to phrase this question in a slightly different way,
what do hegemonic leaders do when they are being hegemonic? This question
of hegemonic process has confounded hegemonic stability theorists. While
the theory posits a link between hegemony and openness and while periods
of international free trade during the last two centuries have tended to co-
incide with the existence of a single dominant nation-state,? scholars have
uncovered relatively little evidence of hegemonic activity in pursuit of this
goal. In the absence of such evidence, the link between hegemony and
openness lacks plausibility; a correlation may exist, but scholars justifiably
doubt that a causal connection follows. We argue, however, that hegemonic
leaders do pursue policies designed, at least in part, to construct an open
and liberal international economy but that these policies are often of a more
subtle and indirect nature than commonly presumed.

At the broadest level, two kinds of processes can be distinguished: one
associated with a benevolent model and the other with a coercive model of
hegemony.? As developed by Charles Kindleberger, benevolent hegemony
focuses on providing certain collective goods necessary for a stable and
liberal international economy.* In this view, the hegemon unilaterally pro-
vides the basic infrastructure of the international economy by allowing its
currency to become the principal reserve asset, providing sufficient liquidity
for the growth of international trade, financing the expansion of trade and
long-term economic development, and ensuring freedom of transit. While
evidence on the provision of collective goods by hegemonic leaders has not
been drawn together in any consistent manner, and scholars clearly disagree
on the conscious motivations of the hegemon, the theory of collective goods
and anecdotal evidence lend considerable support to this approach.’

2. See Stephen D. Krasner, *‘State Power and the Structure of International Trade,” World
Politics 28 (April 1976), pp. 317-47.

3. Duncan Snidal, *“The Limits of Hegemonic Stability Theory,”’ International Organization
39 (Autumn 1985), pp. 579-614.

4. See Charles Kindleberger, The World in Depression, 1929-1939 (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1973); and ‘‘Dominance and Leadership in the International Economy: Ex-
ploitation, Public Goods, and Free Rides,”’ International Studies Quarterly 25 (June 1981), pp.
242-54.

5. See Mancur Olson and Richard Zeckhauser, ‘‘An Economic Theory of Alliances,’’ Review
of Economics and Statistics 58 (August 1966), pp. 266-79. For a skeptical view, see John
A. C. Conybeare, ‘‘Public Goods, Prisoners’ Dilemmas, and the International Political Econ-
omy,”’ International Studies Quarterly 28 (March 1984), pp. 5-22.
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Whereas benevolent hegemony assumes that states share similar free trade
preferences and are stymied only by a collective action dilemma, coercive
hegemony posits states with different and often conflicting commercial in-
terests. In this view, constructing and maintaining a free trade regime re-
quires that the hegemon actively manipulate the policies of other nation-
states. This is in many ways a more difficult theoretical problem than that
posed by benevolent hegemony, and consequently, it will be the focus of
our attention here.

It is possible to identify three complementary and mutually reinforcing
processes or ‘‘faces’’ of coercive hegemony.® The first face of hegemony is
characterized by the use of positive and negative sanctions aimed directly
at foreign governments in an attempt to influence their choice of policies.
Through inducements or threats, the hegemon seeks to alter the international
costs and benefits of particular state actions. Economic sanctions, foreign
aid, and military support (or lack thereof) exemplify the strategic use of
direct and overt international power that is central to this first face.

In the second face, the hegemon uses its international market power, or
its ability to influence the price of specific goods, to alter the incentives and
political influence of societal actors in foreign countries. These individuals,
firms, sectors, or regions then exert pressure upon their governments for
alternative policies, which (if the hegemon has used its market power cor-
rectly) will be more consistent with the interests of the dominant international
power. This is a ‘“Trojan horse’’ strategy in which the hegemon changes the
constellation of interests and political power within other countries in ways
more favorable to its own interests.

The third face focuses on the hegemon’s use of ideas and ideology to
structure public opinion and the political agenda in other countries so as to
determine what are legitimate and illegitimate policies and forms of political
behavior. In other words, the hegemon uses propaganda, in the broadest
sense of the word, to influence the climate of opinion in foreign countries.

These are, of course, ideal types, and the distinction between the ‘‘faces”’
tends to break down at the margin. Economic sanctions, for instance, depend
upon market power for their effectiveness. The market success of the heg-
emon will increase its power within the second face, but it will also lend
justification and support to its propaganda efforts. Nonetheless, as ideal
types, each face of hegemony is characterized by distinct instruments (pos-
itive and negative sanctions, market power, and propaganda) and by distinct
targets (foreign governments, factoral or sectoral actors, and the climate of

6. Our discussion of the three faces of hegemony is inspired by but does not necessarily
follow the literature on the three faces of power. See E. E. Schattschneider, The Semi-Sovereign
People: A Realist’s View of Democracy in America (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston,
1960); Peter Bachrach and Morton S. Baratz, ‘‘The Two Faces of Power,”” American Political
Science Review 56 (December 1962), pp. 947-52; Matthew A. Crensen, The Un-Politics of Air
Pollution: A Study of Non-Decisionmaking in the Cities (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press,
1971); and Steven Lukes, Power: A Radical View (London: Macmillan, 1977).



