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Legislative Brief

Impost (or Tariff) Bill: HR 2

Date: May 5, 1789 (1st Session)

Summary: The “impost” or tariff bill proposes that a 5% tax (“tariff”) be placed on all goods imported into the United States except on those that are found on the list attached to the bill. The tariff rates on items listed separately are unique to each item.  

Background: Most members of Congress recognize the importance of creating ways for the new government to raise money (tax) so that it can repay its debts. As it stands, the federal government has lost most of its credit due to its failure to pay war debts that date back to the early 1780s. The “impost” or tariff bill is being considered along with other revenue raising proposals. Other proposals that will be discussed include a tonnage bill, whereby every ship entering the United States will have to pay a “duty” (or tax) based on the weight of its cargo in tons, and an excise bill which would impose a tax on liquor. 


The bill is welcomed by some but opposed by others. For years now the British have been dumping cheap products in the United States in the hope of preventing American businesses from getting started and competing. British trade restrictions also deny American merchants the right to trade freely with territories controlled by Britain. Even before Congress began its first session, constituents who manufactured goods wrote to their Congressmen-to-be expressing support for “duties” as a means of protecting domestic products and forcing England to allow Americans to trade freely with English possessions, especially their colonies in the West Indies.

Nevertheless, some members of Congress (particularly those representing the southern states) and their constituents fear that Congress will approve excessively high rates. The largely agricultural south will have to buy more expensive manufactured goods.


Furthermore, despite the differences between the ways in which Americans were represented in Parliament and how they are represented in Congress, the history of “duties” (or taxes) has left a sour aftertaste in the mental taste buds of many Americans. Yet, it is clear that governments, like businesses, need money to pay for their operations and services. The question is…are the use of tariffs and appropriate way for the United States government to raise that money? And, is Congress justified in passing tariffs that are costly to one section of the country while benefiting another? 
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