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The authors of this ambitious and remarkable
book, which is part of a new series entitled Recon‐
figuring  American  Political  History,  set  a  large
task for themselves by trying to use an intensive
study of an Oregon county as a vehicle for revis‐
ing interpretations and altering research methods
in nineteenth-century political history. As in their
previous work [particularly "Identifiable Voting in
Nineteenth-Century America: Toward a Compari‐
son of Britain and the United States before the Se‐
cret Ballot," Perspectives in American History 11
(1977-78):  259-288],  Bourke and DeBats are here
concerned  primarily  with  voting  practices  and
voting behavior. Once again, their research cen‐
ters on extant via voce poll books, in this case for
the 1855, 1857, and 1859 election in Washington
County.  Instead  of  rehearsing  the  contents  of  a
book  published  nearly  three  years  ago  and  al‐
ready widely reviewed, in this essay I concentrate
on assessing how well  Bourke and DeBats  meet
their chosen challenge of reconfiguration. 

One of the most striking aspects of the book is
the  immense  dedication  and  labor  required  to
produce it. Bourke and DeBats have pieced togeth‐

er  Washington  County's  history  from  countless
fragments  of  information;  the  level  of  detail
achieved in everything from fertility rates to the
mapping of electoral precincts is astonishing. And
all  of  this  detail  is  presented in  readable,  occa‐
sionally even engaging, prose. 

Any historian would be proud to have pub‐
lished such a book, but is Washington County like‐
ly to reconfigure political history, even local politi‐
cal history? I think not, for several reasons. First
and  most  basic,  poll  books  are  to  Washington
County what James Madison's notes are to studies
of the Philadelphia convention. Extant poll books
provided the only compelling reason for focusing
on  Washington  County,  and  scholars  who  lack
similar records--that is, almost everyone else--can‐
not hope to replicate Bourke and DeBats's work.
Most of what is novel in the book comes from the
careful  linkage  of  individual  voting  records  to
more familiar and more widely available sources:
census  returns,  land  records,  territorial  papers,
and the like. Without the poll books there would
be no linkages, and Washington County would be



just another well-crafted local study--valuable, but
unexceptional. 

Second,  although  I  would  not  claim  to  be
skilled,  or  even  competent,  in  statistical  tech‐
niques, most of the quantitative methods used in
Washington County seem ordinary enough, with
some  innovations  adopted  for  analysis  of  poll
book data. Without minimizing the work involved
in gathering the data or dismissing the expertise
with which Bourke and DeBats manipulate it,  it
can  be  said  that  quantitative  approaches  were
"new" in the 1960s but hardly promise to reconfig‐
ure the field in the next century. 

Third, I would guess that broad studies of po‐
litical culture, based on close readings of texts and
nuanced interpretations of symbolic actions, are
more likely to reconfigure political history than is
any fresh outpouring of studies on voting behav‐
ior. Indeed, a shortage of literary sources and the
authors' interest in other questions makes Wash‐
ington County weak on matters of ideology. The
authors expressly devote only fifteen (pp. 153-167)
out of 325 pages of text to party ideology, although
shorter  comments  and  discussion  (for  example,
pp. 137-145, 211-216) are scattered throughout the
book.  The  authors'  treatment  of  Democratic,
Know-Nothing,  and  Republican  beliefs  does  not
differ essentially from descriptions found in nu‐
merous other recent works, and the consideration
of "visible partisans" is also rather familiar. Fur‐
thermore, despite some interesting and insightful
discussion of  women, families,  and gendered is‐
sues,  the book will  not contribute greatly to the
growing literature on gender and politics. 

Fourth,  the  importance  of  the  Washington
County story for understanding Oregon or nation‐
al politics remains, at least to me, unclear. Bourke
and DeBats demonstrate that outside events, such
as Congress's passage of the Donation Land Claim
Law and national Democratic party feuding dur‐
ing  Buchanan's  administration,  significantly  af‐
fected local society and politics. They also exam‐
ine, for example, connections between the coun‐

ty's anti-Democratic reformers and similar groups
elsewhere. In one of the book's major arguments,
they  contend  that  cultural  conflicts  between
Washington County settlers, particularly between
native northerners and native southerners, were
like "small rehearsals" (p. 3) of the larger sectional
conflict that led to the Civil War--a theme support‐
ed  with  massive  documentation  on  the  back‐
grounds and voting behavior of different groups
of county residents. 

The authors acknowledge, however, that their
findings  do  not  allow them to  generalize  about
"the policy issues that engaged state legislatures
and Congress" (p.  15),  where the play itself  was
staged.  Do scholars  need to  look to  Washington
County to understand the dynamics of the section‐
al conflict? Is extensive evidence from the Oregon
frontier required to show that the cultures of the
Upper South and New England were different? If
we have Charles Sumner and Preston Brooks, do
we need James H. McMillan and Andrew Jackson
Masters,  whose  deadly  altercation  provides  the
opening and closing scenes for Washington Coun‐
ty?  The authors'  largely  successful  efforts  to  set
Washington County in context enrich their story,
but the applied context helps explain the local sto‐
ry infinitely more than the local story contributes
to understanding the context. 

Fifth, the heart of the book is Chapters Seven
through Ten, in which Bourke and DeBats exhaus‐
tively analyze poll book data and other sources to
arrive at the conclusion that neighborhoods were
central  in  the  political  and social  experience  of
Washington County residents. The authors make
many fine points about the organization and man‐
ner of voting, the differences between committed
partisans  and occasional  voters,  the  importance
of turnout, the infrequency of party-switching, the
impact of  persistence and immigration on voter
participation  rates  and  electoral  outcomes,  and
the reasons for roll-off and split-ticket voting. The
breadth and depth of this analysis is, I believe, un‐
paralleled for antebellum America. Many scholars
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have,  however,  made similar  arguments  before,
albeit  with  less  technical  sophistication  and  far
less conclusive documentation. 

On page 216, the authors turn to the question,
"What relationship existed between the socioeco‐
nomic and cultural attributes of voters and their
partisan  behavior?"  The  answer  proves  disap‐
pointing, perhaps even to Bourke and DeBats. The
data  show  some  differences  between  opposing
"visible  partisans"  and,  unremarkably,  that
greater  wealth  was  related  to  greater  political
participation, but at bottom "general social char‐
acteristics,  whether taken individually or collec‐
tively,  were not associated in a meaningful way
with the partisan choice of the electorate at large"
(p.  246).  Where  to  go  now,  given  this  negative
finding? 

To neighborhoods, the groupings that linked
ordinary voters  to  "visible  partisans"  and struc‐
tured society and politics. Many readers will rec‐
ognize  this  theme,  presented  here  in  somewhat
different form, from the authors'  previous work
[cited above]. Bourke and DeBats muster massive
evidence and employ interdisciplinary theory to
demonstrate  that  Washington  County  was  orga‐
nized  into  relatively  distinct  neighborhoods,
which  displayed  relatively  distinctive  partisan
leanings  and  political  styles.  Kinship  networks
were dense, family members tended to vote alike,
and "politics for many people became an expres‐
sion of their membership of [in?] a community"
(p. 275). 

Bourke and DeBats take pains to say that they
are not attempting to "'explain'" (p. 275) voting be‐
havior  by  reference  to  neighborhoods,  a  dis‐
claimer that I found odd. Although I understand
the pitfalls inherent in the task, if voting behavior
can not be explained in Washington County, with
all the authors' expertise and the mountain of in‐
formation they have accumulated,  where can it
be  explained?  The  authors  conclude  that  "what
may be recovered of the culture in which these
people lived suggests that the physical and social

networks to which they belonged provided the es‐
sential  settings in which their choices about ev‐
erything else, including politics and public affairs,
were made" (p.  322).  Pardon me,  but  this  claim
seems like common sense; few historians will ei‐
ther be surprised by it or inclined to dispute it. 

Which  brings  me  to  the  sixth  reason  why
Washington County seems unlikely to reconfigure
American political  history.  Suppose the impossi‐
ble, that historians could produce a hundred simi‐
lar studies for counties across the Union, and sup‐
pose  further  the  highly  improbable,  that  these
studies  would not  contradict  one another.  Then
scholars would have access to an enormous body
of information on how individual voting behavior
is largely unexplainable,  on how neighborhoods
structured political life but did not determine vot‐
er choice, and on myriad voting practices. 

Many traditional concerns of political history,
however--such as how parties formed and disinte‐
grated at the state and national level, why some
issues were salient and others not, how decisions
were made in Congress and state legislatures, and
why state and national  elections were won and
lost--would remain largely unaddressed. Perhaps
reconfiguring political history means abandoning
or  greatly  deemphasizing  these  concerns,  but
surely many scholars will resist such a reconfigu‐
ration. How could the findings of a hundred coun‐
ty studies be incorporated into syntheses and text‐
books? Certainly the major points could be sum‐
marized in overviews of grassroots politics, but it
seems to me that a political synthesis of the Mid‐
dle  Period  constructed  around  the  politics  of
neighborhoods would be both unmanageable and
unsatisfying. 

Grand  themes  boldly  advanced  reconfigure
fields; I state this as a matter of fact rather than of
right.  Washington  County might,  to  pursue  this
point, be compared to Alan Taylor's William Coop‐
er's Town. Both are local histories that rest on im‐
mense research and aim to address big issues. As
Taylor tells it, the people of Cooperstown and its
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environs were engaged locally in what was a na‐
tional  and international  struggle  over class,  sta‐
tus,  wealth,  democracy,  and the meaning of  the
American Revolution;  readers  can readily  grasp
how  politics  was  grounded  in  society  and  how
politics  mattered.  While  Bourke  and  DeBats  to
some extent employ North-South conflict as an or‐
ganizing theme, they ultimately emphasize the pe‐
culiarities of  neighborhoods,  the complexities of
voting behavior, and the perils of generalization.
Perhaps Bourke and DeBats are truer to their sub‐
ject  and  more  nearly  "right"  about  Washington
County than Taylor is about Cooperstown--what‐
ever "right" might mean, a question too large to
tackle  here.  Nonetheless,  I  predict  that  scholars
such as Taylor, who present grand themes capable
of structuring the way historians and the general
public understand whole eras, will inevitably tri‐
umph  over  more  narrowly  empirical  works  in
any battle to reconfigure American political histo‐
ry. 
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