
 

Legislature is Like a Three-Dimensional Chess Game 

When people ask how the legislature really works, my response is that it is like a three-

dimensional chess game where policy, parliamentary procedure and personalities all interact in, 

and among, the two chambers and the Governor. 

 

The base level of the three game is policy.  This is what most people think of when they try and 

decipher how proposed bills become law.  They tend to look at the merits of the proposed policy 

and assume that if a majority of lawmakers agree with that policy, then it is likely to 

move  through the process.   

 

The second level of the game, parliamentary procedure, is less-often highlighted in the press or 

in public discourse, but is really important.  This is the process where dead bills can be brought 

back to life as an amendment to another bill addressing a similar subject, or be re-routed out of a 

committee and directly to the floor for a vote with a simple motion by a legislator.  Some of the 

most effective legislators are keenly familiar with the various ways to use parliamentary 

procedure to pursue or block action on an issue.  This is most often used during the latter part of 

a session. 

 

The third level of the game is personalities.  Most often this comes into play among the two 

parties, and that is where most of the attention is drawn.  However, just as in everyday life, there 

are nuances in the relationships among each of the elected members, both within each of the 

House and Senate, as well as between members of each chamber.  There are times when 

legislation can be blocked for no seemingly apparent reason.  Oftentimes, there are personality 

conflicts that underly those instances -- and they seem to happen more regularly as the session 

wears on.   

 

The three levels of the game start to interweave as the sessions come closer to the end.  So far in 

this legislative session, the dominant action has been on the policy level.  We are just past the 

halfway mark of the 105-day legislative session, and, for the most part, the process has 

been pretty straightforward.   

 

However, now that we are getting closer to time when bills from the opposite body will be 

considered in the respective chambers, and the budget problems are about to become very real, 

this game of three-dimensional chess is likely to get very interesting -- and complicated to 

navigate.  This is when live bills get held hostage, dead bills come back to life, votes become a 

form of trading currency, and the final agreements on budget, taxes and policy all interact on a 

multi-dimensional level. 
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