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breakthroughs in communications technology, clashes with presidents,  
crises, and more—are reflected in the procedural practices and politics of 
the House and Senate.

Contemporary lawmaking is a more fluid and less predictable process. 
Party leaders and individual members simply have more procedural room 
for strategic maneuvers. For example, scholars and commentators talk 
about obstructionism or gridlock in today’s Senate. Why? The past two 
decades have witnessed the rise of a more polarized, individualistic, and 
closely divided Senate (even 50–50 during the first 5 months of 2001), with 
the result that senators now have more incentives to push their procedural 
prerogatives to the limit. And omnibus bills have gained prominence since 
the 1980s, in part because party and committee leaders can package or bury 
controversial provisions in one massive bill to be voted up or down with 
limited debate and few (if any) amendments. In another development, party 
leaders tend to bypass the standing committees more often or make adjust-
ments in legislation after it is reported out of committee. Such leadership 
decisions are made to prevent major bills from getting bogged down in com-
mittee and to promote favorable action on important measures.

Procedural change is a persistent feature of the House and Senate. For 
example, in one of Congress’s most dramatic and landmark legislative ses-
sions, the House in early 1995 reviewed, debated, and voted on virtually 
everything associated with the GOP’s Contract with America (a 10-point 
program of issues, such as tax cuts, welfare reform, and a constitutional 
balanced budget amendment). The contract had served as a 1994 campaign 
document for Republicans—who promised to enact it within the first hun-
dred days of the historic 104th Congress (1995–1997) if the electorate gave 
them majority control—and as a governing document around which GOP 

Figure 1.1  How a Bill Becomes Law

Bill introduced
in House

Referred to House
committee, which
holds hearings and

recommends 
passage

Referred to Senate
committee, which
holds hearings and

recommends
passage

House and Senate 
members confer, 

reach compromise 
on all differences 
between the two 

versions

House debates
and passes

All bills must be
approved by the
House and Senate
in identical form
before they can 
be sent to the 
president

Bill introduced
in Senate

Senate debates
and passes

House and
Senate approve

compromise

Much legislation
begins as similar
proposals in both
houses

President signs 
into law

INTRODUCTION COMMITTEE ACTION FLOOR ACTION ENACTMENT 
INTO LAW




