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as they were soon to become (see Figure 7-2).8 Even the Republicans had note-
worthy internal divisions on important issues, such as currency and tariffs.

A reasonable hypothesis is that the relative sizes of the two parties played a 
critical role in the adoption of the Reed rules in 1890. The House parties were 
nearly equal in size in 1890—156 Democrats and 173 Republicans—and the mar-
gin had been narrow for some time. This meant that the absence of a few majority 
party members would be a serious problem for their party. By refusing to answer 
quorum calls and offering dilatory motions, the minority could prevent the House 
from conducting business. The “Reed rules,” as they came to be known, gave the 
Speaker the power to count members as present if they were in the chamber but 
not answering to a roll call, reduced the quorum in the Committee of the Whole 
from a majority of the House to one hundred members, and allowed the Speaker 
to ignore dilatory motions. Speaker Reed skillfully exploited a partisan debate 
over contested elections, as well as an upcoming bill that would provide for federal 
supervision of elections in the South, to increase his party’s marginal control over 
the House.9 He did so not by proposing rules changes in the usual way—offering 
a resolution at the start of a new Congress—but by making rulings from the chair 
at opportune moments and asking his fellow Republicans to back him up.

Oddly, immediately after the Democrats gained a majority in the 1890 
elections, they dropped the Reed rules. In spite of their interest in preventing 
minority obstruction, they felt obliged to follow through on campaign promises 
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Figure 7-3  �Dispersion among House Democrats and Republicans, 
1879–2010

Source: Standard deviation of DW-NOMINATE scores (voteview.com). Vertical lines indicate 
strong Speaker.


