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THE UK’S PARLIAMENT

The commons was created in the 13th century when king Henry 3rd called together a group
of knights and burgesses to advise him on matters of state, overtime this eventually became
the house of commons and were given more and more power to make more decisions on
behalf of the people of England, and today is now a hugely important part of the uks
political system and plays a big role in making laws and holding the government
accountable.

The house of commons is the chamber of government that is publicly elected this is
important because it allows parliament to be more democratic and give the people the
feeling that they have a say in who they want making decisions on their behalf, it is an
essential part of the uks politics as in the uk parliament is sovereign. Parliament is the only
branch of government within the uk and its title is the ‘legislative branch’. The main roles
include examining and scrutinising all the work and priorities of the government this may
be done by questioning ministers this from anyone in the house, and must be answered
orally or written down, or by using select committees which basically duplicate government
departments us, or using select committees which basically duplicate government
departments, debating and passing laws and enabling the government to raise taxes and
providing ministers for the executive, the biggest role that takes the most time is discussing
matters of proposed legislation and passing it.

Most bills start start in the commons but some start in the lords, however the ones that
start in the commons follow this procedure, it starts with a first reading where an mp will
read the bill that has been put forward at this stage there is no debate, the second reading is
where mps will debate the bill and practically discuss what they like and what they don’t,
however no amendments are made at this stage, although mps can turn down the bill
completely if they believe that no matter the amendments made it can’t be made suitable,
next committees (which are things that are established to deal with various matters that
can’t be directly handled by the legislature due to their volume) or the house itself will
debate the bill and here make amendments.

The changes made are then reported back to the house of commons and on the 3rd and final
reading, is where no amendments can be made it is the final reading of the bill and the last
chance for the commons to hear the bill and what has been changed before it is then passed
to the lords where it again goes through the same five stages. Once the lords have reviewed



it it’ll go back to the houser of commons and if they don’t agree with the changes the 5
stages will be repeated and sent back to the lords act this can happen a few times if there
isn’t an immediate agreement, finally once agreed the commons will pass the bill over to the
crown where it will receive royal assent and be made law.

The structure of the house of commons is as follows: it is made up of mps who hold all 650
seats in parliament, they get in by individuals voting for them to represent us in our
constituency, and each candidate represents a political party.

Some key individuals in the commons include the speaker of the house who sits in the
middle of the house, is party neutral and is in charge of debates and rulings on
parliamentary rules and procedures. Another key individual is the leader of the opposition,
who’s the leader of the second biggest party with their role being to scrutinise and oppose
the government, finally whips of the party are party members who are responsible for
enforcing discipline, particularly on backbenchers making sure members vote in accordance
with their party line.

The house of lords is known as the upper house of parliament, it emerged around the 14th
century where they were originally were appointed by the king and were almost entirely
hereditary, although in 1999 the house of lords act was made to remove most of hereditary
peers from the right to sit and vote in the house, there are still hereditary peers in the lords
as the 1999 act reduced the n umber to 92. Today although most are now appointed by the
pm and are life peers, although the house of lords appointments commission can also
propose life peers and may be appointed for a variety of reasons for example showing loyalty
to a particular party, having a long political career or special achievement in a particular field
there are also 26 ‘lords spiritual’ who are high ranking members of the church of england, it
now has 850 members 783 of who can actually vote with 80 percent elected and 20 percent
appointed. The lords have many functions for example they scrutinise legislation, they can
introduce( as long as it isn’t money bills or party political), amend, delay and veto bills.
Although the lords ability to amend and delay legislation is subject to the ‘sailsbury
convention’ which is basically that the lords won’t oppose a bill on the second or third
reading if the proposal has been included in an election manifesto.

The lords other role is also to be holding the government accountable, debating issues of
public concerns and asking questions off ministers, they can also provide ministers to the
pm for example as ministers need to be in parliament but not necessarily from the

comimons.



Overall, the commons has supreme legislative power being the chamber that proposes and
passes laws and can stop bills from being passed into law, however the lords can’t do this
they can only delay bills the commons also has confidence and supply powers which is
where the government only exists as long as it has the confidence of the commons and if
they no longer had this confidence the government would step down this prompting a
general election, the supply refers to the commons granting the government money for
example through supporting legislation involving the supply of taxation, the pm does not
appear before the lords to be challenged committees and PMQ’s are used instead to
scrutinise, in the lords however there is no one party rule as the lords is more politically
balanced, there is also more expertise potentially this means bills are potentially more
carefully scrutinised, while the commons are more democratically legitimate there lords are
also from a range of backgrounds so represent different groups and interests in society.

So, what is the purpose of parliamentary scrutiny? Parliamentary questions are tools used by
members of parliament to seek information or press for action it can be used to scrutinise
the government, the best example of this is prime minister questions which take place every
Wednesday from 12-12.30, here the pm must answer questions on subjects they in theory
must not be aware of and must justify their actions which hols them accountable however
the questions are often not answered properly and are often referred to as a ‘punch and Judy
show’ as the pm and opposition leader spend more time trying to embarrass each other and
try score ‘cheap political points’ rather than meaningful and useful scrutiny, this raucous
nature of the PMQ’s makes the reputation of parliament become damaged in the eyes of the
public.

select committees work in both houses and and are generally responsible for overseeing the
work of the government departments and agencies, they scrutinise government policy, they
do this by carrying out inquiries, writing reports, carrying out question and answer sessions
and ask to see government papers. However the government has a majority in these
committees reflecting their commons majority, also whips control individuals appointments
to the committees meaning loyal MP’s can be placed on them, select committees can also
scrutinise but cannot change government policy.

The opposition is the second largest party in the commons and is significant because it is
given privileges at debates for example during PMQ’s the leader of the opposition can ask
the pm more questions, on ‘opposition days’ opposition parties can choose subjects for
debate and often uses the day to criticise and scrutinise government policy and actions,
however they have no real ability to initiate legislation and the government usually has an
overall majority giving them dominance of the commons, and the opposition party is often



in a position of weakness as does not have any form of a mandate and may be quite
internally divided after loosing the election.

Parliamentary debates are held in both houses and is where members discuss government
policy, propose laws and talk about topical issues and are designed to help MP's and lords in
reaching an informed decision on a subject. Here they either pass or reject a proposed new
law or they may give an official opinion on a subject which is achieved by something called a
‘division”’ which is a vote at the end of the debate, the debates are also all recorded. The
debates give an opportunity for MP’s and lords to voice their concerns and interests of their
constituents. Commons debates tend to be quite lively with MP’s intervening and showing
clear support or opposition to other MP’s speeches as apposed to formal readings. Lords
debates tend to be longer and are more flexible w more time to examine issues.

MP’s, role is to represent their constituents including those who didn’t vote for them and
those who didn’t vote at all, swell as this most backbench MP’s will feel that they have a
responsibility to their political party as the party helped the mp secure election. MP’s will
represent their constituents in areas where parliament takes decisions ie immigration or
defence. They either debate or ask questions in the house or work in smaller groups ie the
committees. Some parliamentary duties of an mp include, writing to or organising meetings
with relevant ministers, speaking in parliament during debates, asking crucial questions
during PMQ’s, introducing member bills on topics of concerns to their constituents, raising
the profile of an issue in the media. MP’s may also introduce a private members bill which
are public bills introduced by MP’s and lords who are not government ministers, although
not many actually become law but by creating publicity around an issue they may affect
legislation indirectly. An example of one that actually went through is the Homelessness
reduction act 2017.

In the 1970s the phrase elective dictatorship was coined arguing the only real check on
government power was the election that occurred every 5 years, however some suggest that
parliament does hold the executive to account for the following reasons, parliament can stop
the government by voting against legislation, and opposition to government policy may
mean a free vote is offered like the 2013 same sex marriage which is free from whips
involvement meaning members don’t necessarily need to vote in line with their party. The
pm must also appear twice a year before the liaison committee which is made up of chairs of
select committees and must justify their actions. The commons can also remove a
government through a vote of no confidence, and finally the last decade has seen more back
bench rebellions in parliament where MP’s defy the government lading to the withdrawal of
bills likely to be voted down. Although maybe its a good thing they’re so powerful as they’re



voted in by the public (not recently), and therefore some arguments that the executive still
has the ability to dominate parliament include, the fact defeats in the commons on
government legislation is so rare for example in Tony Blairs first 8 years he did not loose a
vote. The government also often had an extensive ‘payroll vote’ made up of ministers junior
ministers and parliamentary private secretaries who will always vote with the government
they make up about 100 MP’s. Also thanks ti the Salisbury convention the government is
allowed to push through legislation even if it has been blocked by the lords.



USA CONGRESS

The legislative branch in the us is a bicameral legislature, there are two chambers or houses
the house of rep. and the senate.

The senate is the upper house of the us congress, it began in 1789 by the constitution snd
was created as a way to balance the power of the house of representatives which was
designed to represent the people with a body that would represent the interests of the
states, senators used Ito be elected by state legislatures not by popular vote however this
changed after the ratification of the 17th amendment which established that they should be
directly elected by the people of each state. Today there are 100 directly elected members
who represent the states individually, each state gets 2 senators to represent it this can
mean that for some states they have more senators than representatives as that is done by
population for example this is the case for Alaska, Delaware and Montana ect, as every state
gets two senators the only way this number would change is if there was a new state
introduced to the union or one leave. Senators are ranked from 1-100 according to how long
they have served for, in addition to this they’re also named either junior or senior senators
junior meaning they’re the most recent senator.

The purposes of the senate are as follows, they’re there to represent their states interests,
the senate also has legislation pored ensuring even small states gets representation when
making laws, both the senate and the house of representatives must pass identical versions
of s bill for it ti become law, the senate can also introduce legislation, offer amendments and
vote on bills. The senate also has the power of advice and consent which means the
president must seek the senates approval for appointments to some positions ie federal
judges cabinet members and ambassadors, the senate will hold hearings for these and vote
on the appointments. The senate is also responsible for ratifying treaties negotiated by the
president a 2/3 majority is needed for a treaty to be ratified, The senate also has the power
to conduct investigations and oversee the executive branch, committees in the senate hold
hearings to examine the actions of government agencies and officials this ensuring
accountability. It also has the power to do impeachment trials where they decide whether to
convict and remove individuals from office, in which a 2/3 majority ism required to do so.



In the senate there is no speaker of the house, it has its own leadership structure which
differs from the house of rep. The presiding officer of the senate is the vice president of the
us, who serves as the president of the senate. They do not typically tend to participate in the
day to day operations or debate their role is primarily ceremonial and tied to the
constitution. The constitution also interacts there to be a president pro tempore to preside
over the senate in the absence of the vp, pro Tempore meaning ‘for the time being’ in latin,
and is currently Patty Murray. Some other key individuals include the majority whip who is
currently Richard Durbin, whips are mainly responsible for counting heads and rounding up
party members for votes, and occasionally stand in for majority or minority leaders in their
absence, and with each new congress the democrat and republican conferences elect one of
their members to serve as party leader, depending on which party is in power the one party
leader in control serves as the majority leader and the other as minority leader, currently the
democratic leader chairman of the conference is Charles Schumer.

The house of rep. is the lower house of congress and was established in the constitution in
1789it was crested to represent the interests of the people with each state being allocated a
certain amount of rep. proportional to their population today there are currently 435
members. The structure of the house of rep. is as follows, there is a speaker of the house
who is Kevin McCarthy at the moment they’re responsible for presiding over the house,
assigning members to committees ect the speaker is also second in line to the presidency
after the vp, the house is also organised into committees which are responsible for
reviewing and writing legislation the committees are made up of members of the house who
are appointed and is chaired by a member of the house also, the majority leader of the house
is a member of the of the majority party and an ally of the speaker of the house, they have
the power of assigning bills to committees and scheduling bills and along with whips they
work to round up votes on their party’s legislation. The minority leader is a member of the
minority party, both minority and majority parties have whips who are responsible for
counting votes before the formal votes in the house, they put pressure on members of their
respective parties to make sure they vote the way their party wants them to.

The role of the house of rep. is as follows, they represent the people of their districts and are
policy makers so make laws that are in the interest of the public. There are over 11,000 bills
introduced every term very few actually become law, all bills related to taxation must start in
the house of rep. they also just like the senate have the job of legislative oversight and as a
check on the executive they can monitor the day to day running go the government through
committee hearings.



Overall, the house of rep. is much larger and any revenue related bills must originate in the
house not the senate, although yes both can introduce debate and pass legislation. The
senate also has a filibuster rule which allows senators to block or delay legislation by
extending speaking and a cloture can be invoked to end a filibuster with a 3/5 majority vote
the house does not have a similar filibuster rule. And finally the house of rep. has the power
to impeach federal officers, including the president while the senate has the power to
conduct the impeachment trials, in the senate there is a 2/3 majority required but in the
house just a simple majority.

So, what is congress and what is it actually for? Congress is the legislative branch of the
federal government, so includes the house of rep. and senate it is responsible for making
federal laws representing the interests of the people and providing a system of checks and
balances within the government. Congress also serves as a check on the executive branch
and the judiciary. It oversees the actions of the executive branch, including the President and
federal agencies, ensuring that they act within the law and with accountability, congress can
investigate, hold hearings, and pass legislation ton regulate or to limit executive actions,
congress also has the power of the purse meaning it controls the federal funds and where it
goes and is responsible for passing the federal budget.

Laws are made through congress and is done by this process, the bill must be introduced in
either chamber of congress by a senator or rep. who sponsors it, once it is introduced it is
assigned to a committee who’s members will research about it discuss it and make changes
to it, the bill is then put forward to that chamber to be voted on, if it passes one body of
congress it goes to the other body and does the same procedure once both bodies vote to
accept a bill they must work out any differences between the two versions, once both
chambers have worked on the same one version and are happy it goes to the president the
president can approve the bill and sign it to law or they can veto it, in most cases if it is
vetoed congress can override it and it becomes law, however if the president does not sign
off the bill and it remains unsigned when Congress is no longer in session the bill will be
vetoed by default, this is aka a pocket veto and it cannot be overridden by Congress.

In the us they have effective committee systems, these are essential to the effectiveness of
the senate. Through investigations and hearings these committees gather information on
national and International problems in order to draft up legislation and recommend it to the
full senate however only a small percentage of bills considered by committees reach the full
senate. The senate has 24 committees currently, 16 standing committees which are
permanent bodies with specific responsibilities and jurisdictions that are defined in the
senates rules, and although yes the senate is quite old it periodically updates the names and



jurisdictions of standing committees to address the evolving nation, it has 4 special
committees aka select committees which were initially created for specific purposes but now
are permanent they provide administrative co-ordination between the house and senate and
conduct studies for the benefit of both houses.

I briefly spoke earlier about congressional oversight however to be clear this is the power
congress has to oversee and supervise the executive branch and is essentially a strong check
on the executives power, it is due to the fact that the principle in which no branch of
government should have unchecked authority is deeply rooted into the us, it works with a
few key elements for example congress has the authority to request info documents and
reports from the executive branch agencies and officials, they can also review and evaluate
the actions taken by the executive branch agencies and officials, including examining the
enforcement of laws implementation of policies, they also have a key role in the
appointment and confirmation of key executive branch officials such as cabinet members
federal judges and ambassadors. Overall congressman serve the public in making decisions
on behalf of them and representing them, carrying out legislation, oversight and
investigation, advice and consent (senate) and personal office management and electoral
activity.



THE COMPARISON

Overall, to be a successful legislature you must fulfil the responsibilities and functions of
the legislative branch in an efficient impactful way, for example they must be able to pass
relevant well created impactful positive laws that inevitably helps the public, just like the us
and uk there should be lots of people involved so that people get representation and all
ideas can be bounced off each other in debates, you should be able to amend any laws that
are maybe no longer suitable. Again like the us and uk the public needs to be represented in
a way that there representatives understand their needs and priorities. It is also important to
be able to have a strong oversight over the executive which holds the government
accountable for their actions we see this in both the uk and us systems where congress can
hold the executive accountable and has a strong oversight the same with the uk where
parliament holds the government accountable through committees debates and PMQ’s. I
also feel like successful legislatures need to be able to compromise and work with each
other, where you need to have constructive debates amongst members to work out what else
needs to be done and what can be done more efficiently, this is where the uk may fall a bit
short as a lot of their debates are as I explained early like ‘punch and Judy’ and are not
entirely very helpful. Lastly I believe an effective legislature needs to be adaptable for
example in the us and uk they can create new laws and amend existing ones, they both have
systems of checks and balances which prevents an abuse of power from one branch.

Overall, some main similarities between the us and uk legislative systems include that they
both have a bicameral structure consisting of two chambers in the us is it the house of rep.
and the senate while in the uk it is the lord and the commons, here bills are passed through
both chambers and must be agreed on by both chambers to pass with the exception of the
sailsbury convention in the uk as both chambers go through multiple stages of reviews
debating it amending it and then voting for it. Both systems also have committees which are
essential to the smooth running of the legislatures the committees review bills they conduct
inquires where they see fit and scrutinise the legislative branch in detail. Both systems also
are designed to represent the nation as a whole and work for the interests of the people for
example in the us and house of rep. they’re supposed to represent specific districts while
senators represent whole states, whilst in the uk the commons is supposed to have MP’s
who represent constituencies within countries.

However with so many similarities there also come big differences between the systems for
example while both systems have a bicameral structure the roles and composition of the



chambers differ for example in the us the house of rep. has proportional representation
based on population with each state therefore having a diff amount of representatives, the
senate however is elected with equal representation for example each state has 2 senators.
However in the uk the commons is elected by the public ad has way more legislative power
than the lords with Is unelected and is more advisory than anything. Another big difference
is the legislative and executive relationship in each system for example in the us the
president is separate from the legislative branch and is elected independently they don’t
have any direct role in the process of legislation although they can propose legislation and
influence it they don’t have a direct role however in the uk the prime minister is a member
of the executive and the legislative and have significant influence over the legislative agenda.
The role of judicial review is also different for example in the us the supreme court has the
power of judicial review meaning it can declare laws or executive actions unconstitutional
and strike them down in the uk however parliament is sovereign and there is no equivalent
power for our courts to overturn legislation based on a constitution, as the uk doesn’t have
this one codified constitution instead it has a system based on statutes, common law, and
conventions.
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