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THE SECOND MORRILL ACT OF 1890: EXPANDING ACCESS AND EQUITY

UNDERSTANDING THE MORRILL ACT: A LANDMARK IN AMERICAN HIGHER EDUCATION

The story of American higher education is filled with transformative moments, but few have had as profound and lasting an impact as the passage of
the Morrill Act. When we define the Morrill Act, we are talking about a pivotal piece of 19th-century legislation that democratized education and laid
the foundation for the modern public university system. Signed into law by President Abraham Lincoln in 1862, this act fundamentally reshaped who
could go to college and what they could study. It was not merely a government policy; it was a powerful statement about the value of practical
knowledge and the importance of making education accessible to the working class. This article will explore the origins, provisions, and enduring
legacy of the Morrill Act, helping you understand exactly why it remains one of the most important laws in American educational history.

WHAT EXACTLY IS THE MORRILL ACT? DEFINING THE CORE PURPOSE

To define the Morrill Act accurately, one must start with its official title: the Land-Grant College Act of 1862. Sponsored by Representative Justin Smith
Morrill of Vermont, the act's primary goal was to make higher education more accessible to the common person. Before this law, college was largely a
privilege reserved for the wealthy and elite, focusing almost exclusively on classical studies like Latin, Greek, philosophy, and theology. The Morrill Act
sought to break this mold by creating a system of colleges that would teach agriculture, mechanical arts, and military tactics, alongside
traditional academic subjects. These institutions became known as land-grant universities.

The mechanism the act used was simple but brilliant: the federal government granted each eligible state a large parcel of federal land. The state was
then required to sell this land and use the proceeds to establish and fund a college. The core idea was to bring practical, "useful" education to the
masses, particularly the farmers and industrial workers who were the backbone of the American economy. This act was a direct response to the
Industrial Revolution and the growing need for a more skilled and scientifically literate workforce.

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT: WHY WAS THE MORRILL ACT NECESSARY?

To fully understand the Morrill Act, it helps to step back and look at the state of American society in the mid-1800s. The nation was expanding
westward rapidly, agriculture was the dominant industry, and the Industrial Revolution was creating new demands for engineers and technicians.
However, the existing colleges were not meeting these needs. They were small, private, and oriented toward producing ministers, lawyers, and
gentlemen scholars.

There was a growing public sentiment that the nation needed a different kind of education. Farmers were looking for scientific methods to improve
crop yields, and mechanics needed training in the latest machinery and engineering techniques. Justin Smith Morrill, a self-educated man who
never attended college himself, recognized this gap. He believed that the prosperity of the nation depended on the education of its working citizens.
His first attempt to pass the bill in 1859 was vetoed by President James Buchanan, who argued it was unconstitutional and would overreach federal
power. However, with the election of Lincoln and the departure of southern states during the Civil War (which left Congress with fewer opponents),
the bill passed and was signed into law in 1862.

HOW THE MORRILL ACT WORKED: THE MECHANICS OF LAND GRANTS

The financial engine behind the Morrill Act was the sale of public lands. The government granted each state 30,000 acres of federal land for each of
its senators and representatives in Congress. For a state like New York, which had a large congressional delegation, this could amount to nearly a
million acres. The state would then sell this land—often at a low price to encourage settlement—and use the money from the sales to endow a
college.

The Three-Part Mission of Land-Grant Colleges

When trying to define the Morrill Act's academic impact, it is crucial to understand the three-part mission it established for land-grant institutions:

o Agricultural Education: Teaching the science of farming, soil management, animal husbandry, and crop production. This was the most
revolutionary aspect of the act, as it elevated farming from a trade to a respected field of scientific study.

e Mechanical Arts: Providing training in engineering, manufacturing, and industrial technology. This created the first systematic programs for
training engineers in the United States.

e Military Tactics: Every land-grant college was required to include military training in its curriculum. This led to the creation of the Reserve
Officers' Training Corps (ROTC) program that still exists today on many campuses.

Importantly, the act did not exclude the study of classical subjects. It required that the "leading object" of the colleges be the practical arts, but it
allowed for a broad curriculum that included other liberal arts and sciences.

The story of the Morrill Act does not end in 1862. A second act, passed in 1890, was equally significant. The Second Morrill Act had two main
purposes. First, it provided an annual cash appropriation from the federal government to support land-grant colleges, creating a steady stream of
funding beyond the initial land sales. Second, and perhaps more importantly, it addressed the issue of racial segregation.

While the 1862 act had opened doors for white students, it largely excluded African Americans, especially in the segregated South. The 1890 act
required states that maintained separate colleges for different races to provide funding for a college for Black students if they were not admitted to
the existing land-grant school. This led to the creation of the Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) that are still in operation
today, such as Tuskegee University, Florida A&M University, and North Carolina A&T State University. These institutions were vital in providing
educational opportunities for African Americans in an era of widespread discrimination.

Key Differences Between the 1862 and 1890 Acts

1. Funding Source: The 1862 act relied on land sales; the 1890 act used direct cash appropriations.
2. Geographic Reach: The 1862 act focused on all states; the 1890 act specifically targeted states with segregated systems.
3. Timing: The 1862 act was passed during the Civil War; the 1890 act was passed during the Reconstruction Era.

THE ENDURING LEGACY OF THE MORRILL ACT

Today, it is impossible to look at the landscape of American higher education without seeing the fingerprints of the Morrill Act. It created a system of
over 100 land-grant universities that enroll millions of students every year. These institutions are known for their commitment to research, extension
services, and community engagement.

How the Morrill Act Created the Modern Research University

One of the most important, and often overlooked, consequences of the Morrill Act was its role in creating the modern research university. By
focusing on practical problems in agriculture and engineering, these colleges needed to conduct experiments and scientific research. This led to the
establishment of agricultural experiment stations and engineering labs. Over time, this emphasis on applied research evolved into a broader culture
of inquiry that transformed land-grant schools into major research powerhouses. Institutions like the University of California, Cornell University, and
the University of Michigan all trace their roots to the Morrill Act and are now world leaders in research and innovation.

Extension Services: Taking the University to the People

A unique feature of the land-grant system is the Cooperative Extension Service. Established by the Smith-Lever Act of 1914, this program was
designed to take the knowledge generated by land-grant universities directly to the people. County extension agents work with farmers, families, and
communities to apply university research to real-world problems. Whether it is teaching a farmer about new irrigation techniques or helping a family
plan a healthy budget, the extension service embodies the Morrill Act's original mission of serving the public.

CRITICISMS AND CHALLENGES: A BALANCED PERSPECTIVE

While the Morrill Act is undeniably a force for good in American history, it is important to view it with a balanced perspective. The 1862 act had
significant flaws. The land used to fund the colleges was taken from Native American tribes through a system of treaties and land seizures that were
often coercive or dishonest. The federal government had acquired this land through the violent displacement of indigenous peoples, and the Morrill
Act directly benefited from this process. For many Native American communities, the act represents a painful chapter of dispossession and broken
promises.

Additionally, as noted earlier, the 1862 act largely perpetuated racial inequality until the 1890 act created separate, but rarely equal, institutions for
Black students. Even today, many land-grant HBCUs struggle with chronic underfunding compared to their predominantly white counterparts.
Understanding these criticisms is essential for a complete and honest understanding of the act's history.

DEFINING THE MORRILL ACT FOR THE MODERN ERA

To define the Morrill Act in contemporary terms, one must see it as a living document whose principles are still relevant. The idea that education
should be practical, accessible, and serve the needs of society is as important today as it was in 1862. Modern issues like climate change, food
security, and public health are being tackled by researchers at land-grant universities using the same spirit of applied inquiry that the Morrill Act
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championed. * University of lllinois at Urbana-Champaign: Known for its exceptional engineering and agricultural programs.

* Texas A&M University: A major research university with a strong tradition in agriculture and military science.

¢ Michigan State University: A pioneer in agricultural education and now a top-tier research university.

* Tuskegee University (Alabama): An HBCU established under the 1890 Morrill Act, famous for the work of George Washington Carver.

The act also remains a powerful symbol of the federal government's role in promoting education. The partnership between the federal government
and the states that it established is a model that has been replicated in other areas, such as the G.I. Bill and the Pell Grant program. The Morrill Act
was a bet on the American people—a belief that if you give them access to education, they will build a better nation. History has proven that bet to be

remarkably wise. CONCLUSION: THE MORRILL ACT'S CONTINUING RELEVANCE

EXAMPLES OF MAJOR LAND-GRANT UNIVERSITIES When we define the Morrill Act, we are defining a uniquely American idea: that education is not just for the elite, but for everyone. This landmark
To help you appreciate the scale and diversity of the system the Morrill Act created, here are just a few examples of prominent land-grant legislation broke down barriers of class and, gradually, race, to create a system of public higher education that is the envy of the world. From the

universities: farmer learning about soil science to the engineering student designing a new bridge, the spirit of the Morrill Act lives on in every classroom and
. . , . L laboratory at a land-grant university. It was a bold investment in human potential, and its returns have been immeasurable. As we look to the future,
* Cornell University (New York): A private lvy League school that also serves as New York's land-grant institution. the principles of accessibility, practicality, and public service that the Morrill Act established will continue to guide and inspire generations of students

e University of California, Berkeley: A world-renowned public research university and the flagship of the UC system. to come.
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