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Jefferson’s Manual. When Thomas Jefferson was vice president (1797–1801), 
he prepared a manual of parliamentary procedure for the Senate. Ironically, in 
1837 the House made it a formal part of its rules but the Senate did not grant 
it such status. The provisions of his manual, according to the House Manual, 
“govern the House in all cases to which they are applicable and in which they 
are not inconsistent with the standing rules and orders of the House.”

Party Rules. Each of the two major political parties in each chamber has its 
own set of party rules. Some of these party regulations directly affect legisla-
tive procedure. The House Republican Conference, for example, has a provi-
sion that affects the Speaker’s use of the suspension of the rules procedure.

Informal Practices and Customs. Each chamber develops its own informal 
traditions and customs. They can be uncovered by examining sources such 
as the Congressional Record (the substantially verbatim account of House 
and Senate floor debate), scholarly accounts, and other studies of Congress. 
Committees and party groups may also prepare manuals of legislative proce-
dure and practice.

The Constitution authorizes the House and Senate to formulate their own 
rules of procedure and prescribes some basic procedures for both houses, 
such as overrides of presidential vetoes. Thomas Jefferson, who as vice presi-
dent compiled the first parliamentary manual for the Senate, emphasized the 
importance of rules to any legislative body:

It is much more material that there be a rule to go by, than what that rule is; 
that there may be a uniformity of proceeding in business not subject to the 
caprice of the Speaker or captiousness of the members. It is very material that 
order, decency, and regularity be preserved in a dignified public body.8

Rules and procedures in an organization serve many functions. Among 
other things, they provide stability, legitimize decisions, divide responsi-
bilities, protect minority rights, reduce conflict, and distribute power.

Stability

Rules provide stability and predictability in personal and organizational 
affairs. They allow individuals and institutions to conduct their day-to-day 
business without having to debate procedure. Universities, for example, 
have specific requirements for bachelor’s, master’s, and doctorate degrees. 
Students know that if they are to progress from one degree to the next they 
must comply with rules and requirements. Daily or weekly changes in 
those requirements would cause chaos on any campus. Similarly, legisla-
tors need not decide each day who can speak on the floor, offer amend-
ments, or close debate. Such matters are governed by regularized procedures 
that continue from one Congress to the next and generally afford similar 
rights and privileges to every member.


