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What is Legislative History? 

 
 

• The background and events leading to 
the enactment of a statute, including 
hearings, committee reports, and floor 
debates.  

Black’s Law Dictionary, deluxe 9th edition  



Legislative History can answer… 

 
       
 

 
 

• What does the law 
mean?  

• Why does the law 
say what it does?  



Legislative History vs. Statutory History 

• Legislative history = meaning  
– What does it mean? 

• Context/debates  
  

• Statutory history = time  
– What did it say? 

 

 



An example:  

• “Any person who injures another person 
with a motor vehicle shall be punished as 
a Class B felon.” [Not a real statute] 
 
– What is meant by “motor vehicle?” (legislative hist.) 
– When did this law become effective? (statutory hist.) 



 
 

• Real world consequences 
• Makes a difference in how you guide 

patrons and where the sources are  

Legislative vs. Statutory continued… 



Some roadblocks on the way 

• Superseded statutes (limited availability) 
• Debates (no official transcripts; limited recordings) 
• Committee minutes (only since 1967; many are 

summaries only) 



Statutes for North Carolina   

• Up to 1820  
– Session Laws – GHL (print and online)  

• 1820 - 1943 
– Compilations of  Statutes ~every 20 years 

(print and online at www.archive.org) 
• 1943 – current 

– Current statutes in print and online 
– Superseded statutes in print only 

 



Print version of the statutes 



General Statutes  

Arranged by subject  

http://www.ncleg.net 

http://www.ncleg.net/


The Statutes continued…. 

 
 

Chapter 14 table of 
contents 



Anatomy of a statute  

Chapter-Section. Heading 

History note  



Session laws vs. Statutes  

• Arranged in the order in which 
they became law during  
session of the legislature 

• Laws and resolutions passed 
by the General Assembly 

• Each law that has been 
ratified and signed is 
“chaptered”  

• Session law chapters often 
confused with General 
Statute chapters 

Session law citation form:  
• 1941-37  
• 1941 ch.37 
• 1941 S.L.37 

 



Anatomy of a statute  

History note  



Statutory History in Practice 
Method One: Run Through Session Law 

• Locate statute – look at notes,  hasn’t changed since enacted in 
1941 

  



Statutory History in Practice 
Method Two: Superseded Statutes  

• Pre-1943 
– Compiled ~every 20 years  
– Look at compilation, then session laws  

• Post-1943 
– Consisted of bound volumes updated by annual or 

biennial cumulative supplements. 
– Supplements only contained text of laws that were 

actually changed in intervening years 
– Volumes occasionally recompiled and re-published 

with all changes noted in supplements 
– Formats and update methods have changed over 

time 



Statutory history 

  • Patron wants 1987 law 
– Bound volume published in 1983 
– No changes between 1981 and 1993, so use 1983 

volume 

• Patron wants 1980 law 
– 1975 bound volume, 1977, 1979 supplements. 
– Use 1979 supp 



Where to find Superseded Statutes? 

 
• Government and Heritage Library  
• Supreme Court of North Carolina  
• North Carolina Legislative Library  
• Academic Law Libraries  

– All in state law libraries 
– Many out of state law libraries have them in 

microfiche 



Questions?  



Legislative History: Step by Step  

Step 1: Session laws  
 

Step 2: Journal/online bill histories  
  

Step 3: Floor debates  

Step 4: Committee minutes  

Step 5: Study Commission reports  

Step 6: Governors papers, etc... 
 

Follow legislative process in reverse - intent 



Step One: Legislative History  

Session laws – complete run for statutes 

 
Bill number  

Ratification date  

Session 
law title 



Step Two: Legislative History  

• Journal/online bill histories 
– Early journals at www.archive.org 
– Use bill number to find: 

• Date legislation was introduced 
• Sponsor  
• Committee to which it was assigned  

– Follow bill in the originating chamber  
• Bill number will stay the same when it crosses 

over to the other chamber 

http://www.archive.org/


Example of House Bill  
http://ncleg.net/gascripts/BillLookUp/BillLookUp.pl?Session=1995&BillID=hb955 

http://ncleg.net/gascripts/BillLookUp/BillLookUp.pl?Session=1995&BillID=hb955


Step Three: Legislative History  

• Floor debates  
-Limited availability 
-Senate: 1977 – current  
In tape/CD format 
-House: 2009 – current 
http://ncleg.net/Audio/Audio.html    

http://ncleg.net/Audio/Audio.html


Step Four: Legislative History  

• Committee Meetings  
– Available at Legislative Library  
– Many are summary minutes 
– Some have legislative analyst reports or 

presentations attached 
– Can get clues for further research from who 

attended meetings 
 



Step Five: Study reports 



Step Five: Legislative History  

• Study Commission Reports  
– List of reports - 

http://nclegnet/library/Collections/studies/studies.html  
– Most are available at GHL 

http://nclegnet/library/Collections/studies/studies.html


Step Five-A: Other studies 

• Third party studies  



Step Six: Legislative History  

• Governors Papers – State Archives 
• Private collections of papers  
• Biennial/Annual Reports of State Agencies 
• Newspapers – Microfilm available through ILL 

– Search by Date of introduction or ratification 
– Search for Sponsor  
– Major industries/location impacted by legislation 
– AND… 

 



Newspapers continued 

19th century papers 
often published daily 
proceedings  

 



Newspapers at the GHL  

go.dcr.state.nc.us  



GHL Holdings  

• Legislative journals 
• Session laws  
• Superseded statutes 
• Current statutes  
• Study reports 
• Published governors papers 
• Agency reports 
• Newspapers 

 
• Online catalog: go.dcr.state.nc.us 
• NC Digital Collections: digital.ncdcr.gov 

                           ncgovdocs.org  

http://go.dcr.state.nc.us/
http://www.digital.ncdcr.gov/
http://www.ncgovdocs.org/


NC State Government Publications  

www.ncgovdocs.org  

http://www.ncgovdocs.org/


NC State Government Publications  



North Carolina General Assembly  

http://www.ncleg.net 

http://www.ncleg.net/


Legislative Library  

http://www.ncleg.net/Library 

http://www.ncleg.net/Library/


NC Supreme Court Library  

 
 
 
 
 

 

http://www.aoc.state.nc.us/www/copyright/library/leghist/llh2011.html 

http://www.aoc.state.nc.us/www/copyright/library/leghist/llh2011.html
http://www.aoc.state.nc.us/www/copyright/library/leghist/llh2011.html
http://www.aoc.state.nc.us/www/copyright/library/leghist/llh2011.html
http://www.aoc.state.nc.us/www/copyright/library/leghist/llh2011.html
http://www.aoc.state.nc.us/www/copyright/library/leghist/llh2011.html
http://www.aoc.state.nc.us/www/copyright/library/leghist/llh2011.html
http://www.aoc.state.nc.us/www/copyright/library/leghist/llh2011.html
http://www.aoc.state.nc.us/www/copyright/library/leghist/llh2011.html


Questions/Contact  

  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reference inquires  
Slnc.reference@ncdcr.gov  
Ref Desk: 919-807-7450   
Website: statelibrary.ncdcr.gov/ghl   
 
Access Services 
Steve.case@ncdcr.gov  
919-807-7466 
Outreach Services 
rebecca.hyman@ncdcr.gov  
919-807-7454 
Keep connected:          
 
  

 

facebook.com/ncghl  
 twitter.com/ncpedia 

ghlblog.org  

mailto:Slnc.reference@ncdcr.gov
http://www.statelibrary.ncdcr.gov/ghl
http://www.statelibrary.ncdcr.gov/ghl
http://www.statelibrary.ncdcr.gov/ghl
mailto:Steve.case@ncdcr.gov
mailto:rebecca.hyman@ncdcr.gov
http://www.facebook.com/ncghl
http://www.ghlblog.org/


Upcoming Webinars 

 
• November 16: Maps and geospatial information from the 

 federal government with Marcy Bidney, Penn State  
•    December (date TBD): Women Veterans Historical Project 
 with Beth Ann Koelsch, UNCG 
•    January 5: Creative Commons with Rosalind Tedford, Wake 
 Forest University 
•    Spring: International organizations and more! 
 

• Brought to you by the North Carolina Library Association’s 
Government Resources Section. Join us! 
http://www.nclaonline.org/government-resources   
 

http://www.nclaonline.org/government-resources
http://www.nclaonline.org/government-resources
http://www.nclaonline.org/government-resources
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