20 Important Congressional Acts in US History

Navigation Acts, 1651

-Chesapeake tobacco Company had a Monopoly on Tobacco industry


-New England Ship building was prospering


-17th Century British economy adopted idea of mercantilism


-Designed to make the colonial economies subordinate to the Mother Country


-Required all raw materials to be sent to England to be turned into manufactured goods

Sugar Act, 1764


-Imposed higher taxes on sugar due to rum smuggling


-put higher duties/taxes on foreign sugars and luxuries in order to raise money for the crown


-Britain needed money after fighting in the colonies during the French and Indian War


-caused protests and boycotts by colonies so it will be decreased by the British parliament

Stamp Act, 1765


-Forced stamps to be put on all printed paper products (newspapers, cards, legal documents, etc)


-the 1st direct item taxed passed


-Colonists will again protest and boycott, even form the Stamp Act Congress


-Britain will repeal this tax

Coercive Acts, 1774


-Punishment on the colonies for the Boston Tea Party

-Also known as the Intolerable Acts


-closed the port of Boston, reduced the self governing ability of Massachusetts


-called for the quartering of troops in colonial homes


-taxed most imported goods

Kansas-Nebraska Act, 1854


-Proposed that Nebraska territory be divided into Kansas territory and Nebraska Territory


-slavery would be decided via popular sovereignty


-sparked the forming of the Republican Party


-repeals the Missouri Compromise

Homestead Act, 1862


-160 acres of free land for settlers willing to live on it for 5 years


-promoted RR growth and expansion


-encouraged settling of the west

Chinese Exclusion Act, 1882


-limited Chinese immigration to America


-completely banned immigration for 10 years


-1st law to restrict immigration due to a specific ethnicity


-supported by working class due to nativist feelings towards cheap Chinese labor


-prevented Chinese from becoming citizens


-renewed in 1892
Dawes (Severalty) Act, 1887


-Divided Native American Land into individual holdings


-insulted and violated Native American beliefs regarding land ownership


-purpose was to assimilate Native Americans into mainstream American culture and society


-land divided into 160 acre plots


-also established Indian Boarding Schools to quicken the process of assimilation for children

Sherman Antitrust Act, 1890


-outlawed Monopolies


-forbid unreasonable combinations/mergers or contracts that restricted competition in business


-had very little impact on regulation of larger corporations


-primary use was to limit labor unions
Pure Food and Drug Act, 1906


-example of Progressive Legislation


-prompted by Sinclair’s novel “The Jungle” about the unhygienic conditions in the meat processing industry


-prohibited the manufacturing, sale, shipment, etc of impure or falsely labeled food and drugs. 

Federal Reserve Act of 1913


-created a Federal Reserve board that would be appointed by the President


-established 12 district banks, coordinated by this reserve board


-made currency and credit more flexible and available

National origins Act, 1924


-purpose was to restrict flow of immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe


-established immigration quotas that discriminated against immigrants based on country of origin

National Industrial Recovery Act, 1933


-Part of the New Deal programs of FDR


-Known as the NRA


-wanted to combat the Great Depression by fostering government-business cooperation


-allowed businesses to regulate them selves through codes of conduct


-not successful

Neutrality Acts, 1930’s


-series of acts meant to express US commitment to isolationism


-authorized the President to restrict travelling of citizens due to time of war


-forbid the US to sell war supplies to belligerent nations

Social Security Act, 1935


-part of New Deal Reforms


-created a federal pension system funded by taxes on worker’s wages and contributions from employers


-provided financial security to elderly, unemployed, disabled
Wagner Act, 1935


-gave workers the right to join unions


-gave unions the right to collective bargaining


-National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) created to enforce the laws


-known as the Magna Carta of Labor 


-led to a rapid rise in Union membership
Lend-Lease Act, 1941


-purpose was to provide military supplies to allied nations


-used to help Britain and Soviet Union against Nazis


-ended the idea of Cash and Carry

Taft-Hartley Act, 1947


-purpose was the curb power of labor unions


-supporters believed unions were abusing powers and strikes were hurting national defense industries


-opposed by organized labor

Federal Highway Act of 1956


-created the Interstate highway system


-played a key role in promoting suburban growth

United States Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965


-abolished the national-origins quota system 


-repealed the National Origins act of the 1920s
