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The Republican Controlled Congress of 1890 holds a significant place in
American history due to its substantial influence on the nation's economic
policies, political landscape, and legislative developments during a pivotal
period. This period marked a shift in power dynamics, policy priorities, and
legislative achievements that shaped the trajectory of the United States
leading into the 20th century. Understanding the importance of the 1890
Congress provides insight into how legislative actions during that time
addressed the challenges of a rapidly changing society and laid the
groundwork for future reforms.

The Context Leading to the 1890 Congressional
Control

Political Landscape of the Late 19th Century

The late 1800s was a transformative era in American history characterized by
rapid industrialization, urbanization, and economic growth. The political
environment was deeply polarized, with the Republican Party generally
advocating for protective tariffs, business interests, and a strong federal
government, while Democrats often promoted states’ rights, limited government
intervention, and agrarian interests.

The 1888 Presidential Election and the Shift in Power

In the 1888 presidential election, Republican Benjamin Harrison defeated
Democrat Grover Cleveland. This victory resulted in a Republican-controlled
Congress, including the House of Representatives and, initially, the Senate.
The shift was indicative of the public's support for Republican policies,
especially in economic matters.

Key Legislative Achievements of the 1890
Congress

The Sherman Antitrust Act

One of the most notable legislations passed during the 1890 Congress was the
Sherman Antitrust Act, enacted in July 1890. This law aimed to combat
monopolistic practices and promote fair competition in the marketplace.

e First federal legislation to address anti-competitive practices.



e Declared illegal any contract, combination, or conspiracy in restraint
of trade.

e Provided a legal framework for regulating monopolies and trusts.

The Sherman Antitrust Act marked the beginning of federal efforts to regulate
big business and was a precursor to later antitrust laws.

The McKinley Tariff Act

Another significant achievement was the McKinley Tariff of 1890, which raised
tariffs to protect American industries.

e Tmplemented high protective tariffs on imported goods.

e Intended to shield domestic manufacturing from foreign competition.

e Contributed to economic growth but also increased prices for consumers.

While controversial, the act exemplified the Republican commitment to
supporting industrial interests.

The Federal Elections Bill (Force Bill)
The 1890 Congress also debated the Federal Elections Bill, aimed at

protecting voting rights, especially for African Americans in the South.
e Sought to prevent electoral fraud and intimidation.
e Empowered federal officials to oversee elections in certain regions.

e Ultimately failed to pass due to political opposition and sectional
tensions.

Despite failure, it reflected efforts to address voting rights and
racial issues.

Impact of the 1890 Republican-Controlled
Congress

Shaping Economic Policy and Regulation

The enactment of the Sherman Antitrust Act and protective tariffs
underscored a commitment to fostering economic growth while regulating
corporate power. These policies:



o Set the precedent for future antitrust legislation.



