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1 Introduction

Beginning with the first Congress in 1789, members of the House and Senate took to the floors

of their respective chambers to vigorously deliberate the issues of the day. By the middle of the

19th Century, the Congressional Globe and then the Congressional Record began to offer a near

verbatim account of congressional debates and proceedings.1 Currently, the Record is printed daily

when either the House or Senate are in session. Despite, or perhaps owing to, the overwhelming

amount of information in the Record, few scholars have attempted to systematically explain or

understand congressional debate in any sort of theoretical context.2 Instead, students of legislative

politics use snippets from the Record to provide historical background to theories or as evidence to

support empirical arguments.

We feel that understanding debate is important because floor speeches give members a chance to

participate publicly in the legislative process. Since the Congress divides up legislative jurisdictions

into committees, giving a floor speech might be the only time to voice concern about a bill before

it receives a final passage vote. Speeches also give members an opportunity to explain to their

constituents and other interested parties the yes or no vote they are about to cast (Fenno, 1978).

Although we have learned a great deal from several decades of roll call analysis, Mayhew (1974)has

claimed that position taking involves more than voting. Therefore, we that feel that it is necessary

to provide a systematic examination of the record placed in a theoretical foundation to expand our

understanding of representation and participation in the legislative process.

In this essay, we use our understanding of congressional rules and procedure to provide a theo-

retical framework for debate in the U.S. Congress. Then we will draw upon data and methodological

advances from the Dynamics of Political Rhetoric and Political Representation (DYNRR) Project
1The Congressional Globe contained the congressional debates of the 23rd-42nd Congresses. By the 32nd Congress

(1851) it began to offer something close to a verbatim account of debates. The Congressional Record started in 1873
and is the current source for congressional debate.

2The Record can runs for hundreds of dense pages a day. If one were able to read the word-length of War and
Peace twice a day, one could read what exists in the Globeand Record in 27 years. It would take another 8 years to
read what had been written in the meantime. In other words, it is not possible for one human being to read it all.
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– a joint effort of political scientists and computational linguists – to test hypotheses drawn from

our theory. Briefly, we expect debate in the lower chamber, subject to nasty brutish competition,

to be short. In contrast, while debate in the Senate might be just as polarized as the House, an

examination of the chamber’s rules suggest that for any given bill, floor speeches can cover more

topics, involve a greater range of senators and take up more floor time.

Next, we discuss the reasons why we might expect debate to vary across the two chambers based

on differences in rules. Then, we will introduce our data that codes speeches into topics, matches

individual speeches to bills, and then links the House and Senate versions of related bills for the

105th and 106th Congresses. After testing our hypotheses about debate in each of the chambers,

we will demonstrate that the amount of debate in each chamber, and the differences in debate

across chamber, can influence the probability of bills making it to the president’s desk.

2 Chamber Norms and Participation in Law Making

Early research on floor action argued that in the Senate, members do not debate, “they

talk,”(Matthews, 1960, 243) and “debate remains, for the most part, an exchange of mutually

agreeable remarks,” (245). Matthews also suggests that as debate progresses, speeches become

shorter and less well informed but as the vote approaches, more senators begin to ask more direct

and hostile questions. However, this does not infer that speeches are meaningless since speeches by

the bill’s managers are usually quite complex and they serve as a easy way for bill supporters (or

opposition) to communicate. Matthews also argues that debate allows Senators to demonstrate the

intensity of their preference for an issue and at times debate does influence votes for members who

are have yet to make up their mind come vote time. Kingdon (1989) echoes the idea that debate

can help members form an opinion. He also points out that televised debate (previously closed

circuit television or now through C-SPAN) allows members and staff to keep up with any new

developments. Finally, Matthews argued that members should follow the folkway of specialization

and now get involved with legislation outside their committee.
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More recent work has both confirmed and challenged earlier studies about floor action and the

textbook congress. Smith (1989) argued that televised floor speeches can serve multiple purposes.

First, they help to decrease the informational asymmetry present in congress. Members no longer

have to rely on direct contact with leaders for information since they (or their staff) can follow

substantive debates from their offices. Smith also demonstrates that House members use televised

floor speeches to disparage the opposition party. While the audience might be small, representatives

can send signals to influential groups by giving a speech on an issue. Smith also found that during

the 1960s and 1970s adherence to folkways was on the decline, floor action was no longer the domain

of committee members. Although the House quickly turned to using more restrictive rules and other

tactics to limit participation, individual Senators were more likely to be active on the floor, even

on issues outside their committee’s jurisdiction. The Senate, therefore, is more “floor orientated’

than the House”(89). Sinclair (2007) also finds an increasing amount of legislative activity taking

place on the floor with bills either by-passing committees altogether or by altering legislation once

it reaches the floor.

Perhaps the most comprehensive investigation of member involvement in the legislative process

is Hall (1996)’s Participation in Congress. Hall finds that outside of voting, only a small but variable

set of members participate on the House floor with committee members dominating.3 He also finds

freshman sometimes participate less than more senior members suggesting the apprenticeship norm

is not entirely dead. A limitation of his study, though, is the section on floor action focuses on only

six bills from three committees in one chamber. Our analysis allows us to examine behavior on all

bills in the House and Senate.

3 Developing a Theory of Legislative Debate

In the following section, we will outline how debate may differ between the House and Senate.

Because we are able to hold the underlying agenda - a set of related bills - constant, we can focus
3Hall does not directly address floor debates in his empirical models as his measures participation on a scale that

includes voting, minor and major participation in floor debates, amending, and engaging in agenda action.
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on the rules and norms of the respective chambers to explain most of the variation in debate.4 We

will also explain how debate can influence the probability of a bill making it to the president’s desk.

3.1 House

Given what we know about the rules and procedure of the House of Representatives, what might

debate look like? Barbara Sinclair has argued that, “Unlike Senators, House members have limited

patience for protracted floor debates,”(Sinclair, 2007, 39). In the House, most bills are called from

the calendar to the floor either by suspension of the rules or using a special rule from the Rules

Committee. Under suspension of the rules, debate is limited to forty minutes equally divided and

no amendments are in order unless previously specified. Because a super-majority of 2/3rds is

required to pass a bill this way, most suspension bills are non-controversial.

If a bill is operating under a special rule, the time for debate is limited by the provisions in the

rule. In most cases, the rule allows for one hour of debate equally divided between the chair and

ranking member of the committee of jurisdiction.5 If others wish to speak, the chair or ranking

member must yield a portion of their time. In some cases, such as when a bill is controversial, the

rule can provide for more than an hour of debate but debate must end when the alloted time has

expired.

Special rules also govern the amending procedure for bills. If the rule makes some or all amend-

ments in order, they must be germane to the underlying bill. If allowed, most amendments are

debated under the “five-minute rule” which allows for 10 minutes of debate, five for, and five against

the amendment. Special rules sometimes allow more than 10 minutes for debate if the amendment

is complicated or expected to be controversial. If more time than for debate on an amendment is

necessary, the chair can grant it with unanimous consent by the chamber. The number of amend-

ments made in order can vary depending on the legislation. Once the time for general debate is over
4In the descriptions offered below, we are offering a stylized version of the legislative process and we ignore many

of the exceptions that are possible to derail or alter the regular lawmaking process.
5If the Speaker referred a bill to multiple committees, then the chair and ranking member from each committee

may be provided time to speak
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and any amendments receive a vote, the minority or opposition may offer a motion to recommit

Roberts (2005). No debate is allowed for simple motions to recommit and only 10 minutes are

alloted for a motion to recommit with instructions (Oleszek, 2007, pg. 181-182).

Based on the rules of the lower chamber, we expect debate on many individual bills to be

relatively brief.

3.2 Senate

Compared to the House with its strong Speaker and Rules Committee, lawmaking in the Senate

is a more floor-orientated and open process because it lacks the ability to move the previous question

and senators are able to offer non-germane amendments. There are two well used pathways for bills

to reach the floor in the upper chamber. Senate leaders can schedule legislation with a unanimous

consent agreement or lacking a UCA, resort to the motion to proceed. UCAs give the Senate

the ability to bypass formal rules and procedures and bring legislation to the floor only with the

approval of each and every senator.

For routine or noncontroversial legislation, simple UCAs are often used. If there is no disagree-

ment about a bill, the majority leader may call it up by unanimous consent and pass it with a

voice vote and little or no debate(Oleszek, 2007, pg. 197). As such, it is more likely that non-

controversial legislation might pass in the senate without any debate where the same bill might

receive some debate in the House if it is operating under suspension of the rules. For major or

controversial legislation, UCAs become more complex and may cover only parts of bills (or resolu-

tions, amendments, nominations etc), or several UCAs may be bargained for different sections of

the legislation. UCAs may contain agreements about the number and type of amendments that

can be offered, timing (and ordering) of votes for the measures and limits on the time for debate.

Because all senators must agree to the UCA, anyone who wishes to talk will be given the time.

Absent a UCA, legislation can move forward starting with the motion proceed. The motion,

and many others, are subject to a filibuster. In order to end debate and vote, 60 senators must
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vote to invoke cloture. Even after cloture is invoked, the rules allow for an additional 30 hours of

debate but all amendments must now be germane to the underlying issue.

Based on the rules of the upper chamber, we expect that debate on individual bills can go one

of two ways. It can be extremely brief or nonexistent for noncontroversial bills that are brought

up via unanimous consent and pass on a voice vote. For other bills, there should be more debate,

especially when compared to the House.

3.3 Debate in a Bicameral Legislature

Although the previous section details some differences in debate between the House and Senate,

they do not tell us the extant that debate matters. Because the U.S. has a bicameral legislature,

what goes on in one chamber can have an influence on the other. Previous studies have examined

veto pivots Krehbiel (1998) or some version of a gridlock interval Binder (1999) to asses the proba-

bility that a bill will pass. We expect that debate is an additional factor in predicting bill success.

As Gross (1953, 367) argued, “For the winning side, [speeches] help in the task of keeping the

campaign alive until victory is won in the other house, in the conference committee, or at the stage

of presidential signature.” Similar to gridlock intervals, we will argue that differences in how bills

are discussed in the two chambers – what we will call interchamber polarization – can influence bill

success. Simply put, as debate polarization increases, the probability of a bill passing will decrease.

An advantage to our measure of debate is that it is bill specific rather than congress specific.

Most of the previous research measures important floor positions or intervals using nominate

scores or interest group scores rating. Our measures gives us clues to the level of agreement or

disagreement for each bill.

4 The Data

The raw data we use here come from a merger of three sets of data: the DynRR speech data for

the U.S. Senate and the House, the Adler and Wilkerson legislative bills data (Adler and Wilkerson,

N.D.), and “related bills” lists, as provided by the Library of Congress through THOMAS. Because

7



the Adler-Wilkerson data are only currently complete through the 106th Congress (2000), and the

DynRR data are currently available back to the 105th Congress (1997), the data are restricted to

the 105th and 106th Congresses (1997-2000).

Adler and Wilkerson provide information about individual Senate Bills (S. #) and House of

Representative Bills (H.R. #), including passage. There are multiple other forms of “bills and

resolutions”, but these are not covered by this data set.

We use the THOMAS data to indicate when a House Bill and a Senate Bill are “related.”

The concept of “relatedness” conflates several notions and is imperfectly applied.6 It can even

be inconsistent: the list may indicate that Bill A is related to Bill B and Bill C, but the list of

B’s related bills may include D and not C. To be sure we are comparing like with like, we reduce

the list of related bill clusters to only those related bill pairs that contain exactly one House Bill

and one Senate Bill. This includes most examples of “companion bills”, in which the text of the

bill is identical or very similar in both chambers. It will miss companion bills in which there are

additional House Resolutions or other related bills, and it does include some pairs that are not,

strictly speaking, companion bills.7

For each related bill pair, we identify speech about the pair, in each chamber as follows. Each

day of the Congressional Record is organized in sections, presented on THOMAS as distinct “html

documents.” In Monroe et al. (2006), we subdivided these into “speech documents,” consisting of all

speech from each unique speaker (even if interrupted by other speakers) within that html document.

In Quinn et al. (2006), we described a model for identifying the “topic” of each speech document,

ranging from substantive topics (e.g., “Abortion”, “Education”, “Defense”) to procedural topics.

For our purposes here, we first identify, in each chamber, any speech document that contains an

explicit reference to one of the bill numbers in the related bill pair. We then expand the collection

to include all speeches contained in the same html document. We then eliminate all speeches in
6The House, Senate, and Congressional Research Service all contribute to these lists. See www.thomas.gov/bss/

abt related.html for further detail.
7These were scraped from THOMAS using custom scripts written in Perl.
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the collection that are topic-coded as procedural.

Finally, we aggregate the word counts, for the same 3807 words used in the topic modeling

Quinn et al. (2006), across each speech about the related bill pair in each chamber. This gives us

a vector of word counts, a bag of words, that characterizes the speech of each chamber about the

related bill pair.

These provide us with several metrics. First, the total word count (including qualitatively,

whether it is greater than zero) is an indicator of the floor attention accorded to each related bill

pair. Second, using the techniques described in Monroe et al. (2008), we can identify the inter-

chamber polarization of this debate. That is, how similar are the word choices of House and Senate

in the discussion of any given related bill pair.

5 Results

5.1 Descriptive Statistics on the Related Bill Clusters

In the 105th House of Representatives, the Adler data show 4874 House bills and our THOMAS

scrape shows 4873. Of these, 3707 have no related bills, 366 have related bills also from the House,

and 225 have two or more related bills. In the 105th Senate, both sets show 2655 Senate Bills. Of

these, 1844 have no related bills, 48 have related bills only in the Senate, and 62 have two or more

related bills. We then have 575 related bill pairs from the 105th that meet our criterion.

In the 106th House of Representatives, both sets show 5681 House bills. Of these, 4537 have

no related bills, 154 have one related bill also from the House, 208 have two or more related bills,

and one has a Senate Concurrent Resolution as its only related bill. In the 106th Senate, both

sets show 3287 Senate Bills. Of these, 2280 have no related bills, 46 have related bills only in the

Senate, 87 have two or more related bills, one has a House Resolution as its only related bill, and

one has a House Concurrent Resolution as its only related bill. We then have 781 related bill pairs

from the 106th that meet our criterion. This leaves us with 1356 related bill pairs in the dataset.8

8FIRST DRAFT NOTE: There are clearly problems in the Adler-Wilkerson data that this merging reveals, but
we do not yet know if they are trivial or serious. At a minimum, the “short description” column is misaligned in one
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Table 1 provides basic statistics on bill passage in both chambers. In both Congresses, about

two-thirds of bill pairs fail to pass either chamber, and just under one-fourth pass in both and

reach the President’s desk. The remaining 7% pass in one chamber, but not the other. This 7%,

of course, is where the bicameral structure is visibly binding on legislative success.

5.2 Differences in Attention Across Chamber

There are differences in attention given to bills across the chambers. One measure is simply

whether a related bills pair receives any talk, by our measure, at all. Table 2 provides some

descriptive statistics. In the House, 109 of 575 pairs in the 105th (19%) and 284 of 781 pairs in

the 106th (36%) have measured talk. In the Senate, 171 of 575 in the 105th (30%) and 229 of 781

in the 106th (29%) have measured talk. Across both Congresses, this makes the chambers almost

identical in their propensity to talk at all about a related bill pair.

Figure 1 shows that there are distinctions in attention across chambers among those that receive

any attention whatsoever. Among those bill pairs in the House that received some attention, the

median number of words spoken was 2589, and the mean 8108. The maximum was 137200. Among

those bill pairs in the Senate that received some attention, the median number of words spoken

was 7408, and the mean 18020. The maximum was 223700.

5.3 Inter-chamber Polarization

As noted, we evaluate interchamber polarization using the techniques described in Monroe et al.

(2008). The inputs to such a technique are two (or more) vectors of “lexical features” (in this case,

word counts) from two sources that are to be compared. In that paper, we concentrate primarily on

differences that emerge from partisan differences, but give examples for detecting differences across

gender groups and geographically-defined groups of speakers. Here, we use the same techniques to

compare the vector of non-procedural words used to discuss each bill pair in the House and Senate,

case, yielding different descriptions for what should be identical bills. In cases we have checked, other data (sponsor,
passage) are correct, so this may be trivial. We also note that 12% of related bill pairs received conflicting Policy
Agendas major topic codes across the House and Senate data sets. This could come from mistakes in the coding,
entry or alignment mistakes, ambiguities in the Policy Agendas coding frame, or problems in the related bill data.
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respectively.

Figure 2 shows examples from two different bill pairs. In the debate on the marriage penalty, the

chambers discussed the bill quite differently so the technique identifies many words as distinctive

to the House or the Senate.9 In cases where the chambers discussed the bill quite similarly, there

are few words identified as distinctive (similar pictures are essentially empty, with all words plotted

near the zero-line). In Monroe et al. (2008), we note that the variance in the word parameters

(across the y-axis in these figures) in a model generated from partisan vectors is an indicator of

partisan polarization. Here, we use the variance in word parameters from the chamber-generated

model as our measure of interchamber polarization.

Figure 3 shows the distribution of interchamber polarization scores for those related bill pairs

receiving some discussion in both chambers. There is a mode very near zero and then a long tail

extending to the right. The marriage penalty example has a polarization score of 2.3. There are a

large number of bill pairs with no detected speech in one or both chambers, which have polarization

scores of near or exactly zero. (These are not shown and are not used in the subsequent models

involving polarization.)

5.4 Attention and Bill Passage in Each Chamber

Table 6 shows the results of probit models for the probability of passage in each chamber

separately. In either chamber, a bill is more likely to pass if it, or its related bill, is discussed at all

in either chamber. But, among those that are discussed at all, likelihood of passage is very high at

low levels of talk and goes down as the amount increases.

Figure 4 gives a visual interpretation of this result in the instance of the House. At the far left,

we see only 8% of bills receiving no measurable talk in the House are passed in the House. But

those with a very small amount of talk are nearly certain to pass. As talk increases, the probability

of passage declines.
9Senate speech appears to have been more technical, with House speech being more symbolic, dominated by use

of the word “I.”
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5.5 Interchamber Polarization and Joint Bill Passage

For those related bill pairs that are discussed in both chambers, we can look more closely at

inter-chamber polarization. Table 6 describes a probit model of joint passage as a function of

polarization among this smaller set of bill pairs. Figure 5 gives a visual interpretation of this

result, which is sharp and completely in line with theoretical expectations. When inter-chamber

debate polarization is high, when debate about the related bill pair covers sharply different lexical

territory in each chamber, the probability of passage declines considerably. Most related bill pairs

that receive joint discussion pass both chambers (122/172, 71%, in our sample) and the bulk have

very low inter-chamber polarization (the left of the rug plot across the bottom). But those bill

pairs with a standard deviation more polarization, have predicted probabilities of passage just

below 50%, and the most polarized bill pair in our sample, which did not pass, had a predicted

probability of passage under 8%.

6 Conclusions

Broadly speaking, our theoretical expectations were confirmed. We find that the two chambers

are similar in their likelihood of discussing a bill in the first place, but that once some discussion

occurs, it is more expansive in the Senate. We find that bills not discussed at all are very unlikely

to pass, but that once some discussion occurs, an increase in discussion lowers the probability of

passage in each chamber. Further, the probability of a bill passing both chambers is dramatically

diminished by increased interchamber polarization in debate.

There is considerably more that could be done. Within DynRR, for example, we can also

estimate (dynamic) topic-by-topic ideal points. These can provide more explicit connection to

gridlock-based theories of bicameral legislative success.

FIRST DRAFT COMMENTS: The Adler-Wilkerson data will need to be quality-checked and

require only coding of passage to extend into the 107th. The DynRR data will soon be cleaned

for earlier Congresses and can be extended further there. The related bill clusters can probably be
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expanded to included other examples that aren’t strictly companion pairs. Greater quality checking

needs to occur on the detection of bill-related speech – many examples of “no talk” are likely to

result from measurement misses – and further data sources (e.g., the CR index) could be used to

identify relevant speech.

We hope that focus on debate, and the DynRR data and techniques, suggest new areas of

interest for Congressional scholars. Moreover, given that the DynRR data will eventually cover

dozens of parliaments and legislatures worldwide, we also hope that this will eventually open up

exciting new possibilities for the comparative study of legislatures.
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Senate
105th Failed Passed

House
Failed 393 24
Passed 15 143

Senate
106th Failed Passed

House
Failed 541 30
Passed 25 185

Table 1: Descriptive statistics for bill passage on all related bill pairs.

Senate
105th No Talk Talk

House
No Talk 352 114

Talk 52 57

Senate
106th No Talk Talk

House
No Talk 383 114

Talk 169 115

Table 2: Presence of detected talk on all related bill pairs.
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Table 3: Probit Models of Bill Passage, 105th and 106th Congress (1997-2000).

Variable Pass House Pass Senate
(Intercept) −1.33 −1.21

(0.08) (0.07)
Some House Talk 5.07 4.54

(0.44) (0.42)
Some Senate Talk 2.27 2.36

(0.39) (0.37)
Total House Talk −0.37 −0.36

(0.05) (0.05)
Total Senate Talk −0.18 −0.18

(0.04) (0.04)
106th Congress −0.63 −0.45

(0.11) (0.09)
N 1356 1356

The dependent variable in each case is an indicator of whether either, or both, bills in a related bill
pair passed the given chamber. “Some talk” is an indicator for whether there are any words spoken
on a bill. “Total talk” is measured by ln(words+1). Standard errors in parentheses.
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Table 4: Probit Model of Joint Bill Passage, 105th and 106th Congress (1997-2000).

Variable Pass Both
(Intercept) −1.01

(0.22)
Interchamber Polarization −0.94

(0.22)
106th Congress −0.00

(0.22)
N 172

The dependent variable is an indicator of whether a bill from a related bill pair passed both chambers.
Intrachamber Polarization is a measure of difference in the vocabulary used in Senate and House
to discuss the related bill pair, as described in the text. The sample is limited to those pairs which
received some talk in both chambers. Standard errors in parentheses.
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Figure 2: Chamber-distinctive words for a bill pair (related to reform of the “marriage penalty” in
the tax code) with high inter-chamber polarization. A bill pair with low polarization would have a
compressed cloud with few distinctive words.
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Figure 3: Distribution of interchamber polarization scores for related bill pairs receiving some dis-
cussion in both chambers.
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Figure 4: Predicted probability of passage in the House, as a function of talk about the related bill
pair in the House (holding talk in the Senate at mean level). Only 8% of bills with no discussion
pass, but nearly 100% of those with a little discussion pass. More talk decreases the probability of
passage.
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Figure 5: Predicted probability of joint bill passage, as a function of interchamber language polar-
ization, for bills discussed in both chambers.
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