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quadrant—Australia, Germany, Switzerland, and the United States—exhibit a strong form of 

bicameralism. In a strong bicameral system, the upper house is likely to be an important political 

actor because it enjoys similar constitutional powers to the lower house (symmetric) and because 

the different political composition of the upper chamber (incongruent) tends to mean it has 

different policy preferences to the lower chamber. Countries such as those in the lower left quad-

rant—Austria, the Bahamas, and Jamaica—exhibit what might be thought of as an insignificant 

form of bicameralism. In an insignificant bicameral system, the upper chamber is unlikely to be 

an important political actor because its constitutional powers are extremely weak (asymmetric) 

and because its political composition tends to mirror that of the lower chamber (congruent).

Countries in the upper left and lower right quadrants exhibit a weak form of bicameralism. In 

weak bicameral systems, the upper chamber is likely to be a weak political actor. Although countries 

such as those in the upper left quadrant—Italy and Japan—have a powerful upper chamber (sym-

metric), the upper chamber isn’t expected to significantly affect the policymaking process given its 

political makeup, which is similar to that in the lower chamber (congruent). Similarly, although 

countries such as those in the lower right quadrant—Canada, France, India, and the United 

Kingdom—have an upper chamber that’s likely to conflict with the lower chamber as a result of its 

differing political composition (incongruent), the upper chamber isn’t expected to play a significant 

role in the policymaking process because its constitutional powers are weak (asymmetric).

Why Bicameralism?

The origins of bicameralism can be traced back to ancient Greece (Tsebelis and Money 1997, 

1). Rather than a “simple government” in which the interests of only one social class—the one 

(monarchy), the few (aristocracy), or the many (people)—would be represented, many Greek 
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FIGURE 14.3 ■    Two Dimensions of Bicameralism




