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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Results
We  have  successfully  created  spatial  resources  for  the  first  eighty  congresses  and  have  also  cleaned  up  
much  tabular  data,  but  have  run  into  several  data  errors.  The  House  roll  call  and  Senate  roll  call  data  
have  been  tested  for  the  first  forty  congresses  as  well.  Testing  is  ongoing.

Discussion  and  Future  Work
This  project  is  part  of  an  ongoing  effort  to  assess  the  impact  of  region,  local  economies,  demographics  
and  local  politics  on  national  politics  and  policy  making.  The  transformation  of  historical,  analog  sources  
and  scattered  digital  data  (some  from  the  punch  card  era)  into  an  integrated  base  involves  surmounting  
numerous  intellectual  and  data  management  challenges.  The  development  of  a  data-‐driven  interactive  
site  using  geography  as  a  lens  for  understanding  the  U.S.  Congress  would  allow  historians  to  begin  to  
examine  demographics'  role  in  the  meaning  of  race  in  Congressional  elections,  for  example;  to  attach  
geography  to  policy  decisions;  and  to  do  this  at  a  much  broader  scale,  through  time  and  space,  than  
even  the  most  insightful  examples  of  political  studies  in  the  spatial  turn  have  done.  With  this  ability  to  
visualize  and  to  analyze  data  over  longer  periods  of  time  and  across  the  United  States,  historians  will  be  
able  to  assess  what  are  isolated  votes  where  region  or  constituent  demographics  hold  no  importance,  
and  what  are  the  truly  realigning  elections  or  key  pieces  of  legislation  wrought  by  race,  by  immigration,  
by  economic  growth,  or  by  industrial  interests.  Simply  put,  this  digital  technology  and  the  breadth  of  
this  data  will  allow  historians  to  assess  "the  persistence  of  localism,"  in  the  words  of  historian  Thomas  
Sugrue,  across  space  and  through  time,  in  a  way  that  has  never  been  possible,  and  to  understand  in  
new  ways  the  meaning  and  responsiveness  of  the  federal  government  to  the  American  people-‐-‐
whether  Congress  and  the  Senate  are  representative  bodies  and  to  what  extent  policy  outcomes  have  
demographic  bases.  This  project  demonstrates  the  power  of  GIS  and  the  implications  of  digital  data  
analysis  to  the  study  of  American  political  history,  while  examining  conventional  wisdom  about  
realigning  elections  and  changes  in  the  American  electorate.  Testing  and  data  packaging  for  the  first  
forty  congresses  will  be  our  next  priority.  Eventually,  when  the  data  manipulation  is  complete  and  
reliable  data  is  released,  an  interactive  web  map  will  be  created,  which  will  allow  users  unfamiliar  with  
GIS  to  have  access  to  our  resources.  Building  and  maintaining  a  Mapping  Congress  web  map  will  greatly  
expand  our  ability  to  communicate  spatial  information  to  the  public.

METHODOLOGY
First Steps
The beginning of this project focused on creating congressional district boundary shapefiles for the 1st and
2nd Congresses of the Confederate States of America (CSA) as this data was not readily available. CSA
district boundary shapefiles were created by merging the county polygons of counties included in each
district according to The Historical Atlas of the Congresses of the Confederate States of America, 1861-1865
by Kenneth C. Martis. The next step involved entering and importing Confederate Congressional election
results and roll call voting data into Excel. Elections data was digitized from Martis book and roll call vote
data was imported from the ICPSR database. Unique identifiers were created for each roll call record, based
on congress, chamber, state, and district. The next and larger phase of the project involved creating polygon
features for every house and senate seat in U.S. history, each with its own unique identifier and containing
specific attributes. The projection used for every shapefile is USA Contiguous Albers Equal Area Conic. The
first step in this process involved downloading the needed shapefiles from both UCLA and NHGIS. UCLA
provided shapefiles of district boundaries for every U.S. congress (house seats) and NHGIS provided
shapefiles of U.S. states as they were at every census (since 1790; to be used for senate seats).

Senate Spatial Data
With U.S. state boundaries for every census, the next step involved filtering the census shapefiles so that
each senate had a shapefile of only the states that participated in that election. In order to designate senate
seats spatially and visually, arbitrary cuts were made to each polygon (held constant for each state through
history) that split each state into a northern and southern half. Class 1 senate seats were always found in
northern state halves, class 3 in southern halves, and class 2 in the unoccupied half (either northern or
southern). These halves have no geographic basis as senate elections were at-large, but simply illustrate
each state having two senate seats. Much care was taken in handling states that were multi-part features
(mostly states on the coast) in order to avoid mismatched halves. The detailed process of splitting was as
follows:

With two senate seat polygons comprising every state for every senate, the next step was to code each
senate seat polygon to contain a unique identifier field (to be used for future joins), based on created and
populated congress, chamber, state, and class fields. Nonsplit (whole state) and coded (same fields except
for class) senate shapefiles were also created for future elections data to be joined to it.

House Spatial Data
The Congressional district house shapefiles downloaded from UCLA were then coded to contain unique
identifier fields, also based on congress, chamber, and state, but also district number (as opposed to class).

Cleanup and Testing
The next step was to clean up the House and Senate elections and roll call data as there were additional
fields we wanted to add as well as data integrity issues. The decision was made to create a of
and field for every House elections record. This involved determining the party code of the
winning candidate using Python code and summing the total votes for each election. For version 1 of this
project, the decision was made to exclude all non-general elections. States with multiple at-large seats were
dealt with on a case-by-case basis (see coding notes below). At-large shapefile data was created from the
original congressional district shapefile to maintain spatial integrity. We will have a disclaimer that a join of
house elections data straight to district shapefiles might not be completely clean and could have missing
records. is the standard join field throughout all of the data that we will be working with in this
project. A few other minor adjustments, including removing temporal elements from file names, were made to
clean up the data. The data did require additional manipulation in order to correctly match all elections
results for a particular congress to the year(s) in which the election(s) was held for that particular congress.
Joins were made from the tabular data to the shapefiles, instead of the other way around. For the testing
process, no permanent joins were made and no new shapefiles were exported (instead the join is temporary
and mainly for validation of the data). Joins were used to determine if there were additional errors in the data
through visualization on a choropleth map.

INTRODUCTION
Historians are increasingly coming to believe that space matters. From claims that "geography is destiny" to
the long-held belief that "all politics is local," understanding the implications of space--the spatial turn--is
becoming central to the study of history. Understanding the changing nature of politics in this country since
the eighteenth century has involved detailed temporal analysis of voting patterns, demographics, etc. at
various scales. In order to efficiently conduct such research, relevant and readily available historical
resources are a necessity. Through the use of GIS resources, we are making the transition from analog to
digital data. This research allows us to analyze large amounts of historical data from a spatial perspective.
The purpose of this project is to make available user-friendly U.S. Congressional historical data and create
resources that advance the understanding of the interaction between space and politics in American history.
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Figure 1. Workflow for creation of Senate spatial resources.

US  Congress  Code  Key
House Senate Notes

Congress  (3) XXX XXX 001-‐112
Chamber  (1) 1 2
State  (2) ST ST PO  Abbreviations
District  #  (2) DD
Class  (1) C 1-‐3
MCJOINID XXX1STDD  (8) XXX2STC  (7) Concatenated

Figure 2. Creation of new fields 
and unique identifier join field.

Figure 3. 1930 Election Map. A year after the 1929 stock market crash, economic activity had slumped by the 1930 midterm election 
season. Democrats made significant inroads into what had been a sizeable Republican majority in the House. The balance shifted from (R) 270 (D) 
164 in the 1928 election to (R) 218 (D) 216 in the 1930 election. Several special elections before Congress convened tipped the majority in favor of 
the Democratic Party.

Figure 4. House Map. The Kansas-Nebraska Act, 
passed in 1854, created the Territories of Kansas 
and Nebraska and opened them up to slavery. This 
legislation effectively repealed the Missouri 
Compromise of 1820, which had prohibited slavery 
north of 36 degrees 30', with the exception of the 
state of Missouri. A coalition led by the Whigs were 
unable to defeat a strong push by Southern 
Democrats.

Figure 6. Senate Map. The Kansas-Nebraska Act 
was written by Democratic Illinois Senator Stephen 
Douglas. Douglas lobbied President Franklin Pierce 
to throw the support of the Democratic Party behind 
the bill, which he did. Senators for slave states were 
nearly unanimous in their support for the bill, while 
free state Senators were almost evenly divided.
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Figure 5. Overall workflow.
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Figure 7. The Big Picture of Mapping Congress.


