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bill is then given a number (for example, HR932 in the House or S953 in the Senate) and 
begins the long journey that might result in its becoming law. Figure 6.2 shows the 
much-simplified, general route for a bill once it is introduced in either the House or the 
Senate, but the actual details can get messy, and there are many exceptions (see The Big 
Picture on pages 212–213 to get an idea). A bill introduced in the House goes first through 
the House and then on to the Senate, and vice versa. However, bills may be considered 
simultaneously in both houses.

The initial stages of committee consideration are similar for the House and the Senate. 
The bill first has to be referred to committee. This is largely automatic for most bills; they 
go to the standing committee with jurisdiction over the content of the bill. A bill to change 
the way agricultural subsidies on cotton are considered would start, for example, with the 
House Committee on Agriculture. In some cases, a bill might logically fall into more than 
one committee’s jurisdiction, and here the Speaker exercises a good deal of power. He or 
she can choose the committee that will consider the bill or even refer the same bill to more 
than one committee. This gives the Speaker important leverage in the House because he 
or she often knows which committees are likely to be more or less favorable to different 
bills. Senators do not worry quite as much about where bills are referred because they have 
much greater opportunity to make changes later in the process than do representatives. 
We’ll see why when we discuss floor consideration.

Bills then move on to subcommittees, where they may, or may not, get serious consid-
eration. Most bills die in committee because the committee members either don’t care 
about the issue (it isn’t on their agenda) or actively want to block it. Even if the bill’s life 
is brief, the member who introduced it can still campaign as its champion. In fact, a moti-
vation for the introduction of many bills is not that the member seriously believes they 
have a chance of passing but that the member wants to be seen back home as taking some 
action on the issue.

When a subcommittee decides to consider a bill, it will hold hearings—testimony from 
experts, interest groups, executive department secretaries and undersecretaries, and even 
other members of Congress. The subcommittee deliberates and votes the bill back to the 
full committee. There the committee further considers the bill and makes changes and 
revisions in a process called markup. If the committee votes in favor of the final version of 
the bill, it goes forward to the floor. Here, however, a crucial difference exists between the 
House and the Senate.

In the House, bills go from the standing committee to the Rules Committee. This 
committee, highly responsive to the Speaker of the House, gives each bill a “rule,” which 
includes when and how the bill will be considered. Some bills go out under an “open rule,” 
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