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Session Objectives
• What are the key sources you should look for to 

compile a legislative history?
– How can you find these sources at Yale and elsewhere?

• What kinds of questions might you ask?
• How can you organize your research and 

effectively present your findings?
• An example case:
– Budget and Accounting Act [BAA] of 1921
• Hypothesis: The statute relied on the assumption that the 

president would best represent the national interest in 
budgeting.

• Questions
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Questions to Ask
• What did legislators think a bill was going to do?
• Why was a particular policy or institutional design 

chosen over other alternatives?
• Which legislators were crucial to supporting 

legislation?
• What compromises were made and how did they 

ultimately affect how law operated?
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Questions to Ask: BAA of 1921
• What did legislators think a bill was going to do?
– Reduce budget deficit

• Why was a particular policy or institutional design chosen 
over other alternatives?
– Assumption president would focus on needs of nation as a whole

• Which legislators were crucial to supporting legislation?
– Rep. James Good (R-IA) and Sen. Medill McCormick (R-IL), 

influenced by budget reformers
• What compromises were made and how did they ultimately 

affect how law operated?
– President could propose budget, but Congress could still amend 

it
– President’s Bureau of the Budget located in Treasury 

Department, but Budget Director reported directly to president
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Overview of Sources
• Secondary

– Books
– Journal articles

• Primary
– Public

• Congressional Record / Congressional Globe*
– Speeches / Debate
– Votes on amendments to legislation
– Final vote counts

• Congressional Hearings*
– Committees
– Key legislators
– Witnesses testifying

• Government Reports
• Bills / Laws
• Presidential Administration Statements
• Newspaper coverage
• Memoirs
• Statements by journalists, academics, social movements, etc.

– Private
• Legislators’ papers
• Other government actors
• Other reformers
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Direction of Research
• Will present this example of legislative history 

linearly
– 1) Ideas / proposals
– 2) Legislation
– 3) Implementation

• But your research is likely to be most effective 
going somewhat backwards
– Start with final votes / floor debate
– Figure out which legislators gave key speeches before 

those votes
–Work backwards from there
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Purpose of Secondary Sources
• What existing scholarship 

is there that covers the law 
/ policy you are interested 
in?
–What does the literature 

already say about why the 
law passed?

–When does the literature say 
advocates of a particular 
reform began their efforts?
• Try to establish a timeline, 

which will help with figuring 
out when you need primary 
sources from
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IDEAS / PROPOSALS
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Reformers
• Who was pushing for policy change?
• What ideas for policy change were being talked 

about in political discourse?
• What reformers outside of Congress were in 

communication with legislators?
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Reformers: BAA of 1921



Henry L. Stimson
(May 1913)

• President
“the Executive by nature of 
Election represents nation at 
large.”

• Congress
“Responsibility only to District 
whereas injury may be done to 
whole country.”

“Outline No. 2” for Speech before Law 
Academy of Philadelphia, May 1913, 
Henry Lewis Stimson Papers, Yale.
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Reformers: 
BAA of 1921
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Reformers: 
BAA of 1921

• Henry Jones Ford
– Lecture at Columbia 

University on budget 
problems

– “By so much as [the 
president’s] power of 
initiative is abridged, 
the sovereignty of 
the people is 
impaired.”



Presidential Attention
• Did the president speak about a particular policy 

problem?
• Did the president propose any specific solutions?
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Presidential Attention

• https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/advanced-search
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https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/advanced-search
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President: BAA of 1921

• President William Howard Taft
– Second annual message to Congress
– “When it is completed, the foundation will be laid for a businesslike national 

budget, and for such a just comparison of the economy and efficiency with 
which the several bureaus and divisions are conducted as will enable the 
President and the heads of Departments to detect waste, eliminate duplication, 
encourage the intelligent and effective civil servants whose efforts too often go 
unnoticed, and secure the public service at the lowest possible cost.”
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Government 
Reports: 
BAA of 

1921

• President’s Commission on Economy and Efficiency report, 1912
– Established by President William Howard Taft to study federal budget 

problems and recommend solutions
– Budget initiative: “To enable the President, as Chief Executive and 

representative of the people at large, to get before the country a definite 
proposal as to future action as well as a definite statement of fact 
pertaining to past accomplishment.”



LEGISLATION
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Congressional Hearings
• What committees held hearings on proposed 

legislation?
–Who testified as witnesses?
–What kinds of questions were they asked?
– Did witnesses largely agree on the proposed legislation? 
–What were sources of disagreement?

• Did the legislation change as a result of the 
hearings? If so, how?
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Congressional Hearings

• https://guides.library.yale.edu/congress/hearings
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https://guides.library.yale.edu/congress/hearings


Congressional Hearings
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Congressional Hearings
• https://guides.library.yale.edu/congress/hearings
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https://guides.library.yale.edu/congress/hearings


Congressional 
Hearings
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Congressional Hearings: BAA of 1921
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• Former Chair of President’s 
Commission on Economy 
and Efficiency Frederick 
Cleveland
– “…the assumption that lies 

back of the suggestion that 
the Executive should be held 
responsible is this:… that the 
Executive is the one man that 
is elected by the people at 
large and represents the 
whole country, and therefore 
from the viewpoint of his 
vision must be 
countrywide… so that he 
must be in a position of 
coming to have some definite 
program or plan that is 
comprehensive….”



Congressional Hearings: BAA of 1921
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• Former Secretary of 
War Henry L. 
Stimson:
– “The Executive brings 

to bear on that 
question a viewpoint 
which he naturally gets 
and which the 
legislature can not, as 
now constituted, get, 
namely, the viewpoint 
of the Nation as a 
whole as against the 
view of an aggregate 
of disputants.”



Congressional Record
• Who introduced legislation?
• Were there any amendments voted on? Who 

pushed those?
• Who gave speeches before final floor votes?
–What did they say as the final justification for voting 

for / against a piece of legislation?
• What was the final vote tally?
– For vote total by party:
• Newspapers
• Voteview.com
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Congressional 
Record

• https://guides.lib
rary.yale.edu/con
gress/cr
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https://guides.library.yale.edu/congress/cr


Congressional Record

• https://www.congress.gov/congressional-
record/browse-by-date 28

• If you’re looking for a law 1989 or after, can also 
search here:

https://www.congress.gov/congressional-record/browse-by-date


Congressional 
Record: BAA of 

1921
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• Rep. James Good (R-IA), House 
bill sponsor
– “It assumed that the President, 

being the only official of the 
United States that is elected by all 
the people, and the only official 
who is designated by the 
Constitution to give Congress, 
from time to time, information on 
the state of the Union, the 
President must lay out a work 
program for the Government, and 
the appropriations that would 
necessarily follow would only be 
to supply the money to do the 
work in accordance with that work 
program.”



Newspapers
• What was the reaction to the bill’s passage?
• How did contemporary accounts of the legislation 

describe…?
– The significance of the legislation
– The coalitions for and against
– The compromises made in the final law
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Newspapers

• https://guides.library.yale.edu/c.php?g=295794&p
=5438820 31

https://guides.library.yale.edu/c.php?g=295794&p=5438820


Newspapers
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Newspapers
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Newspapers: BAA of 1921
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Private Papers of Legislators
• Who were key actors in pushing or opposing 

legislation?
– Especially bill sponsors

• Did their private statements match up with their 
public statements?
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Private Papers of Legislators
• https://bioguideretro.congress.gov
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https://bioguideretro.congress.gov/


Private Papers of Legislators
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“Advocates of a budgetary system for the United States are agreed 
on the point that the President… should be made responsible to the 
people for the preparation of the budget estimates and for the 
financial programs embodied therein.”

“Critical Analysis of H. R. 9783 Sixty-sixth Congress First Session –
The so-called Good Budget Bill.,” 1919, Hanna-McCormick Family 
Papers, Library of Congress. 38



Statute: BAA 
of 1921
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Legislative History
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• An alternative search method: the legislative 
history of the law

• Pros:
– Identifies the legislation, key days of congressional 

debate, key hearings
• Cons:
– If legislation has been considered over multiple 

sessions of Congress, not reflected in results



Legislative History

• https://guides.library.yale.edu/congress/leghistory
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https://guides.library.yale.edu/congress/leghistory


Legislative History
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Legislative History
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Legislative History

44



Legislative History
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IMPLEMENTATION
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President & Executive Branch Officials
• How did the president who signed the legislation 

talk about its significance?
• How did the president and executive branch 

officials work on implementing the legislation?
• Were any new executive branch agencies or 

officials established?
– How did they view their role?
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President: BAA of 1921
• President Warren Harding

– “In these urgent economies 
we shall be immensely 
assisted by the budget 
system for which you 
made provision in the 
extraordinary session. The 
first budget is before you. 
Its preparation is a signal 
achievement, and the 
perfection of the system, a 
thing impossible in the few 
months available for its 
initial trial, will mark its 
enactment as the beginning 
of the greatest reformation 
in governmental practices 
since the beginning of the 
Republic.”
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Executive Branch Officials: BAA of 1921

• Budget Director Charles 
Dawes
– “The decision to form a 

new tentative budget for 
the departments to work 
by this year marks the 
passing (and is intended to 
do so) of the old system.”

– “Nothing should be 
allowed to withdraw the 
attention of the public 
from the duty and powers 
of the President…” 49



Presenting Your Research
• How to organize information, in a presentation or in 

writing:
– Chronologically
• Ideas / Proposals
• Legislation
• Implementation

– By different parts of the legislation you are following
• BAA of 1921

– Presidential budget agenda setting
– Bureau of the Budget

• Presenting primary source findings
– Provide an image, but highlight relevant info
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Thanks!
• Questions?

john.dearborn@yale.edu
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