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The Congress Project

The UGA Congress Project:

Loosely started in the spring of 2010, the UGA Congress Project combines faculty 
research with undergraduate research and education and community outreach

Specifically, we seek to use work done by undergraduate students to better inform 
the general public about congressional rules, institutions and policy-making

Students primary duties include: 

(1) contributing to an ongoing dataset that tracks special rules and roll call 
votes

(2) writing a detailed case study of the passage of a landmark bill

The Congress Project

SPIA Magazine: “What began as an idea for a book has since turned into a rabbit 
hole: production of a plethora of data, a revolutionary research class and a 
forthcoming website.”
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The Congress Project

www.thecongressproject.com

“Professor Madonna, was this the most awkward 
picture they took of you?”

The Congress Project

“No, it was not.”

News
Politico: “In a closed-door meeting last week, Speaker Nancy Pelosi 
stunned lawmakers and aides with a swipe at Democratic staff on 
the House Judiciary Committee. Pelosi criticized the panel’s 
handling of impeachment in harsh terms, complaining committee 
aides have advanced the push for ousting President Donald Trump 
far beyond where the House Democratic Caucus stands. Democrats 
simply don’t have the votes on the floor to impeach Trump, Pelosi 
said. “And you can feel free to leak this,” Pelosi added, according to 
multiple people in the room. Pelosi’s office declined to comment on 
the meeting.

“The Trump administration told the Supreme Court Tuesday that the Consumer 
Financial Protection Bureau is unconstitutional because Congress limited the 
president’s power to remove the agency’s director before his or her five-year term 
expires,” the Wall Street Journal reports. “Two federal appeals courts have upheld the 
CFPB’s structure, which is intended to insulate the director from political interference 
by allowing dismissal only for ‘inefficiency, neglect of duty, or malfeasance in office.’ 
They relied on a 1935 Supreme Court precedent, known as Humphrey’s Executor, 
which approved similar protections for members of the Federal Trade Commission, 
who like the CFPB director are presidential appointees confirmed by the Senate.”

“The Trump administration will allow pork plants to reduce the number of 
Department of Agriculture line inspectors assigned to them and run their slaughter 
lines without any speed limit under a new rule intended to modernize an antiquated 
inspection system,” NBC News reports. “But the changes have alarmed consumer 
advocates who believe the rule will make food less safe and endanger workers.”
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Legislatures

• Perhaps the most impressive fact about legislatures as institutions is that 
they remain viable institutions. 

• The value of legislatures is often debated.

• Legislatures serve many functions; among the most important are:
• lawmaking

• representing

• checking

• legitimating

• educating 

Lawmaking

• The root of the word legislature, is 
"legislate," and we expect our 
parliaments to make laws. 

• It is often not done the way that one 
would expect.

• Many think that members spend the 
majority of their time debating. 

• The reality is quite different; relatively 
little time is spent on floor debate.

• There are a number of other activities 
that consume representatives’ time, 
e.g., giving speeches, helping 
constituents, meeting with leaders, 
going to committee meetings, 
fundraising, etc.  

Lawmaking

• Bills can come from the minds of legislators, 
but they can come from, among other places, 
constituents, interest groups, the executive 
branch, or the legislature’s political 
leadership. 

• In most legislatures, the real law-making 
work goes on in committees. 

• Committees and sometimes subcommittees 
are used to do research on, hold hearings on, 
debate, write, and amend bills. 

• Committees are also used to whittle down 
the number of bills that get introduced in the 
parliament or congress during any given 
session, to write the precise, legally-
effective wording of the laws, and to allow 
members to specialize in specific areas of 
policy.



9/18/2019

4

Representing

• A legislature with two houses is called a bicameral legislature, while a 
legislature with one house is referred to as a unicameral legislature. 

• Bicameral legislatures can make it more difficult to get things done.

• Bicameral legislatures can provide  representation for different segments of 
society.  

Districts or Proportional Representation

• There are two major methods for how  
seats are divided in a legislature: 

– geographic representation

– proportional representation

• With geographic representation, the 
legislature is divided according to 
districts with each legislator representing 
a particular region.

• People can specifically identify their 
representative and they know who to 
contact with their opinions. 

Districts or Proportional Representation

• With geographic representation, representatives must maintain contact with 
the voters who will decide whether they return to the legislature.

• Only the candidate who garners a plurality can win in the most frequently 
used first-past-the-post system.

• This system favors moderate political parties that can create coalitions to 
gain sizeable amounts of voters. 

• The result is usually a two-party system. 

• Two-party systems tend to provide greater stability to governments.
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Districts or Proportional Representation

• Under proportional representation (PR), 
people do not vote for a person. 

• They vote for the political party with which 
they most agree. 

• Each political party submits a list of names 
prior to the election. 

• A party will get roughly the same 
proportion of seats in parliament as the 
proportion of the votes it received in the 
election.

• Proportional representation promotes 
ideological representation.

• Rather than represent an area, legislators 
represent people's beliefs.

• Because people have diverse ideas, 
proportional representation tends to produce 
multi-party systems. 

• Some countries try to combine the benefits 
of both systems.

Delegate or Trustee

• Individual representatives have different views 
of their relationship with their constituents.

• A delegate is a representative who attempts to 
do exactly what her constituents want. 

• Delegates believe that they should vote the 
way that their constituents want them to on 
every piece of legislation.  

• In reality, most legislators are politicos.

• Depending on the situation, they sometimes 
act like delegates and they sometimes act like 
trustees. 

Checking

• The checking function involves the degree to which different 
institutions in a government have a responsibility to watch over the 
rest of government to make sure it is performing correctly. 

• This function is also called oversight. 

• Legislatures use many means to carry out this function, including:

– investigative hearings

– shadow governments

– Question Hour
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Legitimating

• The more people believe that parliaments 
answer to them and that their parliament is 
truly representative, the more easily they 
can perform a legitimating function.

• People are more likely to feel that there 
has been some consideration of their view. 

• Even if they disagree with the ultimate 
decision, they can still believe that the 
policy was put into place after their 
perspective was heard. 

• People are more apt to believe that they 
should follow the law, that is that the law 
is legitimate, if the legislature supports it.  

Educating

• Legislatures and their members also 
educate the general citizenry.

• This process is often facilitated by the 
media. 

• Legislatures use committee hearings, 
open debate, and television 
appearances to educate the public. 

• Members with geographic 
constituencies often keep their districts 
informed of important events and 
important pieces of legislation. 

• Legislatures can also initiate important 
national discussions on issues. 

Congressional Elections
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Esquire: Not long ago, animated by the public mood about Congress and its current historic ineptitude and 
extremism, we decided to talk to members of Congress, from both houses and both parties, to find out what their 
problem was. And they started talking, often at length and in surprisingly thoughtful ways, about their jobs. I 
ended up talking to ninety members—a third of the Senate, more than a tenth of the House. They have all been 
eager to talk, as if they wanted to get something off their chest. They represent the full ideological spectrum, and 
the full florid bouquet of American accents, and an almost astonishing variety of biography

But who really cares about the sad plight of members of Congress? "I had $42 million dropped into my 2012 
race by outside groups—$42 million—a record that will likely be exceeded this year in North Carolina, now that 
the Supreme Court has become almost an arm of corporate America. I'm not whining about this," says Sherrod 
Brown, Democratic senator from Ohio, "because nobody cares about the problems of people in our position. No 
whining on the yacht!"

Help, We're in a Living Hell and Don't Know How to Get Out

Esquire: Except, of course, that their dilemma is our 
disaster.  I had initially planned to ask for no more than 
ten minutes of their time, basically just to ask them why 
they were so bad at their job, but fairly quickly it 
became obvious that these were going to be richer and 
deeper conversations than I had bargained for. And 
along the way, something unexpected happened: I 
became less angry and more sympathetic to the thresher 
that all of these people find themselves caught in. They 
are not whining. They are crying for help. After only a 
few interviews, I stopped asking, "Why are you so bad 
at your job?" because it occurred to me that it was a 
cheap question, the kind of question that's not interested 
in an answer, which is just the sort of cultural deformity 
that got us into this mess. It's a terrible job, being in 
Congress in 2014.

Help, We're in a Living Hell and Don't Know How to Get Out

"It's become shirts versus skins far too often," says Republican senator Jeff Flake of Arizona. "A couple of years 
ago, I got invited to play basketball with the president, myself and nine other House members. And I was in the 
White House in the basement lacing up my shoes, and I got a call on my cell phone. Somehow somebody 
patched it through, and it was a woman from Arizona, a constituent, crying hysterically. 'Don't play basketball 
with that man!' she said. It's become terrible. It really has." 

Parliamentary versus Presidential Systems

• Presidential systems create strong and 
independent executives, while the 
parliamentary systems offer executives 
who can work very effectively with 
the legislative branch. 

• Presidential systems maintain strong 
institutions through independence and 
parliamentary systems offer 
expediency and efficiency. 

• Strength and independence are 
positive virtues, as are expediency and 
efficiency. 

• However, it is possible to have too 
much of a good thing. 
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Parliamentary versus Presidential Systems

• A strong president may become too strong. 

• Presidents can accumulate increased power at the expense of the legislative 
branch keeping checks and balances from working properly. 

• After Presidents Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon accumulated tremendous 
power, historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., wrote a book called The Imperial 
Presidency.

Gridlock

• A more common problem in presidential 
systems is gridlock.

• Gridlock arises when checks and balances work 
so well they prevent anyone from doing much 
of anything. 

• In the United States gridlock often accompanies 
divided government, where one political party 
controls the presidency and another party 
controls at least part of the legislature. 

• One negative effects of gridlock is a difficulty 
in passing any kind of broad or comprehensive 
policy changes. 

• The only way that anything gets done is with 
what might be called “the Bob solution.” 

• Because of the nature of the separation of 
powers and gridlock, in the United States, 
policy is often reduced to baby steps. 

Gridlock

• Parliamentary systems are not subject to gridlock. 
• The prime minister is a member of parliament and always commands the 

majority of votes in the legislature. 
• A politician becomes prime minister by garnering the support of a majority 

of the parliament or by forming a coalition.
• In either situation, the prime minister pretty much always has a majority in 

parliament to provide the legislation needed to back policy and the majority 
in parliament can almost always count on the executive to support the 
legislation that is passed. 
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Parliaments and Instability

• There are two aspects of a parliamentary 
system that might be considered bugs in the 
system and both are related to stability. 

• The first is policy stability. 

• In a presidential system, where big changes 
are difficult to enact, the social and 
economic environments within the country 
tend to be very consistent over time. 

• This has a tremendous value to businesses 
and others who need to be able to plan over 
the long term. 

• In parliamentary systems change is far 
easier, and too much change can sometimes 
be a problem. 

• A new party or new coalition coming in to 
power can change just about anything and 
everything. 

Parliaments and Instability

• Another problem in parliamentary systems 
is in the tenure of the government itself.

• In most parliamentary systems the 
government can be dissolved at any 
moment by a simple majority vote. 

• At any time, a party can call for a vote of no 
confidence.

• If the prime minister loses the vote, the 
government is dissolved and a new 
government must be formed. 

• In some systems there might be a short 
window of time to negotiate a new coalition 
before an election is necessary, in other 
systems new elections are required 
immediately. 

• This means that any scandal or any policy 
failure can lead to an immediate change of 
government.

Districts and Proportions: Not so Democratic 
Representation

• Many nations use a single member district 
system, where voting is based upon a geographic 
district. 

• Other nations use a proportional system where 
seats in the legislature are assigned to parties 
based upon the proportion of the votes they 
receive. 

• Both systems have advantages. 
• A district system elects individuals who are 

responsible for representing specific community 
interests, and the threat of future elections makes 
representatives responsive to local needs. 

• A proportional system allows for a much wider 
variety of political perspectives to be 
represented, and it ensures that almost 
everyone’s perspective has a voice. 

• In a district system, if you vote for any candidate 
that cannot win, your preferences will not be 
represented.

• However, both systems are flawed as a means of 
democratic representation.
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Coalitions and Minority Governments

• Proportional representation causes a 
proliferation of political parties. 

• A party can form around any policy 
position that attracts enough votes to get it 
past the qualifying threshold. 

• Multiparty systems are an important part of 
a proportional representation system, and 
when there are many parties, it can be very 
difficult for any one party to achieve the 
necessary majority to form a government. 

• Since a prime minister must always have 
the support of a majority of the parliament 
this usually leads to a coalition government.

• Coalitions are ad hoc agreements formed in 
order to win the executive, but they are 
always uneasy because each party has its 
own political agenda.

Coalitions and Minority Governments

• A problem with representation occurs 
when a minor party can swing the vote 
for or against a prime minister. 

• These parties are often called relevant 
parties, i.e., even though they cannot 
win on their own, they can affect the 
outcome of the election. 

• This gives them policy leverage far out 
of proportion to the votes they received.

• Typically, the proliferation of minor 
parties in a proportional system and the 
interests of the minor parties seldom 
coincide enough to make nice, rational 
coalitions.  

Coalitions and Minority Governments

• While parliamentary systems do not suffer from gridlock, they can suffer 
from immobilism.

• The more complex and more fragile the ruling coalition, the more difficult it 
becomes to enact any policies.

• Any new policy that was not agreed upon by all parties at the formation of 
the coalition may cause force the government to collapse.

• Essentially, any party that can cause the coalition to fall apart has veto 
power over any legislation. 

• Thus, multiparty systems enable governments to constantly teeter on the 
brink of falling apart.  



9/18/2019

11

Coalitions and Minority Governments
• It is possible, but rare, for parliamentary 

systems to have a minority government, i.e.,
the majority party does not share power, but 
relies another party’s promise of support in 
a no confidence vote. 

• Another variation is a unity government 
where the two major parties, though in 
opposition, work together to achieve a 
higher national purpose. 

• As one might imagine, such arrangements 
are difficult to maintain and are usually 
short-lived.

• France has a parliamentary system and a 
president with significant political power. 

• France’s president is elected separately and 
at different times from the parliament, but 
the prime minister serves at the president's 
pleasure.

• It is possible for the French president to be 
from one political party, while a different 
political party controls the legislature, 
which the French refer to as cohabitation.

District Elections

• In nations that use district elections, 
legislators are elected to represent a 
particular geographic territory.

• A big problem with district elections is that 
someone must draw the district lines. 

• The party in power often is one responsible 
for drawing the lines.

• The process of intentionally drawing 
districts to gain a partisan advantage is 
called gerrymandering. 

• Gerrymandering is particularly common in 
the United States.  

• Other countries that use district elections 
have independent commissions that attempt 
to create fair election districts in a non-
political manner. 

Gerrymandering

Gerrymandering – Drawing a district so as to concentrate the 
oppositions party’s voters in a small number of districts that the party 
wins by large margins, thus “wasting” many of the its votes, while 
creating as many districts as possible where one’s own party has a 
secure, though not overwhelming, majority.
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District Elections

• Another problem with electoral districts is 
that they split the loyalty of elected 
representatives. 

• Voters ask their representatives to play two 
different and often contradictory roles 

• They ask them to be part of the national 
lawmaking assembly; they are expected to 
enact legislation that is in the nation's best 
interest. 

• Representatives are also expected to be 
ambassadors from the district they represent; 
constituents, the people they represent in 
their district, want them to do what is in the 
best interest for that district. 

• What is in the best interest of a state or 
legislative district is not always the same as 
what is in the best interest of the nation as a 
whole.

District Elections

• These split roles can weaken political 
parties. 

• Because each individual representative 
owes his or her electoral success to a 
constituency and not to a political party, 
representatives can feel freer to act 
contrary to party interests. 

• This makes it much more difficult for 
party leaders to maintain party discipline. 

• The split loyalty can also encourage 
legislators to engage in pork-barrel 
politics, where representatives use their 
political office to bring federal money to 
their districts through the form of projects 
and jobs. 

• Also, contrary to the image that most 
people have of lawmakers who are 
engaged in important debates, much of 
the job is comprised of constituent 
service. 

Conclusion

Questions?

Concerns?

Angry Rants?


