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 The United States Congress 
is unique among the world’s 
legislatures in its capacity to 
govern. 



 

 “Ambition must be 
made to counteract 
ambition” 

  —Federalist 51 

 

 Unlike parliamentary systems 
where the legislature 
generally supports the 
recommendations of the 
prime minister, America’s 
separation of powers 
framework gives Congress 
incentives to compete with 
the president. 



 Still, a trade-off exists between 
Congress’s representative 
functions and its legislative 
functions. 

 

 As “the people’s branch,” 
Congress must balance its 
unique governing responsibilities 
with its institutional duty to 
represent the American people 
and the political reality that 
members of Congress want to 
get re-elected. 



Functions of Congress 

 

1. Representation 

2. Legislation 

3. Oversight 

Goals of Members 

 

1. Re-election 

2. Public policy 

3. Political influence 

 

The institutional functions of Congress and  

members’ individual goals are connected. 



  

 Additionally, the bicameral 
nature of Congress and the 
differences between the House 
and the Senate mean that there 
are important differences 
between the two chambers in 
how they perform their 
institutional functions and how 
House members and Senators 
perceive and pursue their goals.   



 Congress was designed to be a locus of 
representation where varying individual 
viewpoints as well as private and community 
interests could be voiced. 

 
 Members of Congress balance efforts to 

represent individuals, groups, and their districts 
(and, for senators, states). 
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 How Members of Congress Represent their Districts 



 Re-election and 
Representation  

 

 As a practical matter, it is 
direct and frequent elections 
(particularly in the House) that 
make members of Congress 
perform this representative 
function. 



  

 House members and Senators 
represent their constituencies 
differently, have different terms, 
and different qualifications. 

 

 Because of the “great compromise,” 
the House was meant to represent 
the people whereas the Senate was 
designed to represent the states. 

 

  



The House 

 435 members 

 Two-year term 

 Membership per state 
varies by population  

 Tend to have 
localized, narrow 
constituencies 

The Senate 

 100 Senators 

 Six-year term 

 States represented 
equally (two senators) 

 Have broader, more 
diverse constituencies 

 



 The size of the average 
House district has 
changed dramatically 
throughout American 
history. 

 
 In 1789, the average 

representative had a 
constituency of 30,000; 
now it is 550,000. 

 Senate representation 
has changed dramatically 
as well. 

 
 In 1789, Senators were 

selected by state 
legislatures rather than 
the people; the 
Seventeenth Amendment 
provided for the direct 
election of senators in 
1913. 



  

 Despite these differences, in both 
chambers, re-election is the primary 
goal of members of Congress  

 

 This is the case primarily because 
without winning re-election, 
members of Congress will not have 
an influence in politics, nor will they 
be as able to achieve their policy 
goals. 

 

  
 



 Competitive Advantages 
◦ Name recognition 
◦ Fund-raising advantages 
◦ More media coverage 

 

 Advantages of Office 
◦ Free mailing to constituents 
◦ Providing casework 
◦ Bringing legislative projects to 

the district 
 



Figures represent median off-year receipts as reported by June 30 of the off-year.  Source: Federal Election 

Commission, “2010 Congressional Candidates Raise over $250 Million in First Half of 2009; Senate Candidates Raise 

Record Amount for Period,” September 14, 2009, 

http://www.fec.gov/press/press2009/20090914_6MnthCandStats.shtml, accessed 9/21/09. 
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 Sometimes, particularly 
when incumbency is 
strong, members’ re-
election motivations 
and activities hamper 
the representative 
nature of Congress. 

 

 

 

  

 Members of Congress 
use their incumbency 
advantages to dissuade 
strong and effective 
challengers from 
running. 



 

 By raising large amounts of 
“early money,” Senators 
and House members can 
scare off strong 
challengers who might 
unseat them. 



Figures represent median off-year receipts as reported by June 30 of the off-year.  Source: Federal Election 

Commission, “2010 Congressional Candidates Raise over $250 Million in First Half of 2009; Senate Candidates 

Raise Record Amount for Period,” September 14, 2009, 

http://www.fec.gov/press/press2009/20090914_6MnthCandStats.shtml, accessed 9/21/09. 
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 Although re-election 

concerns are lynchpins for 
making Congress more 
representative, the lengths to 
which incumbents go in 
order to protect themselves 
(and their success in doing 
so) may, in some ways, 
compromise the overall 
representativeness of 
Congress. 

 

 Careerism in Congress 
has led to a drastic 
reduction in turnover of 
membership, and 
incumbency has 
become a most 
powerful predictor of 
electoral success. 
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 Turnover in The House Representatives 
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 The Power of Incumbency 



 Representation Styles  

 Members of Congress 
balance two styles, 
based on the 
knowledge of their 
constituents, their own 
personal feelings, and 
public attention to an 
issue.   

 

 Delegates closely follow 
and act on the 
preferences of their 
constituents. 

 

 Trustees act based on 
their own judgments 
when they disagree 
with their constituents. 

 



  
 Do you want your member of 

Congress and senators to be 
trustees or delegates?  When and 
why? 

 
 How do you think incumbency 

advantages in campaign finance 
and early money affect members’ 
representation styles?  How might 
these affect the representative 
nature of Congress as an 
institution? 

 
 

 
 



 Members of Congress often first got 
into politics because of ideological 
commitments and a desire to change 
or improve public policy. 

 

 In addition to re-election, these 
policy goals are important to 
understanding members’ behavior 
and their efforts to wield influence in 
the legislative process. 



 The Collective-Action Principle:  
All politics is collective action but 
achieving collective action can be 
difficult. 

 

 The Institution Principle: 
Institutions structure politics. 

  

 Parties and committees are 
organizations designed to help 
Congress overcome the 
impediments to collective action. 

 



The House 

 435 Members 
representing narrow 
constituencies 

 More organized and 
with centralized 
authority 

 Greater degree of 
policy specialization 

 Generally quicker to 
act 

 

The Senate 

 100 Senators 
representing broader, 
statewide constituencies 

 Less organized and 
more individualistic 

 Senators tend to be 
“generalists” 

 More deliberative 

 



 Because it is larger and 
represents a more specialized, 
narrow constituency, the 
House naturally has a greater 
collective-action problem than 
the Senate. 

 

 Still, to cope with this size 
difference, the House has 
stronger rules and stronger 
parties and committees that 
facilitate legislative work. 
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 Although the House 
was only 2.5 times the 
size of the Senate 
during the First 
Congress, population 
growth meant that soon 
it was more than four 
times the size of the 
Senate. 

 Given the differences in 
size and diversity, the 
House adopted stronger 
political party and 
committee organizations 
as well as more stringent 
rules (especially 
governing debate time) 
than the Senate. 



  

 The basic congressional party 
organizations are the gatherings of 
all Republicans and Democrats.  
Republicans call such meetings the 
conference.  Democrats call their 
organization a caucus. 

 

 These party organizations, the top 
leaders they select (Speaker, floor 
leaders, whips), and partisanship 
are strong in both chambers but 
tend to be stronger in the House 
than the Senate. 

 



 Congress is also organized by a 
system of standing committees that 
propose, research and write 
legislation. 

 

 Committees enjoy influence due to: 

◦ legislative expertise; 

◦ jurisdiction over policy areas; 

◦ procedural advantages over the 
committee’s legislation. 
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 Standing Committees of Congress, 2009 



1. Bill Introduction and Committee Referral 

 
 When members introduce legislation, it is 

referred to a congressional committee that has 
jurisdiction over that policy area. 

 
 That committee (and possibly a relevant 

subcommittee) will study the bill, bring in 
witnesses, debate it, and vote on whether to 
report it out. 

 



  
 2. Floor Access 
 Once reported out of 

committee, legislation 
then must be 
scheduled on the floor. 

 
  

  
 In the House, the Rules 

Committee issues a “rule” 
for consideration of the bill 
that governs the time 
allotted for debate and the 
potential for floor 
amendments. 

 
 In the Senate, consultation 

between the Senate’s 
majority and minority 
leaders generally 
determines the Senate’s 
floor schedule. 

 



 3. Legislative Passage 

 Legislation generally 
must pass with a 
majority vote on the 
floor and, in the Senate, 
sometimes it requires a 
three-fifths vote to 
pass legislation. 

 



  
 4. Conference Stage 
 Once passed by the House 

and Senate, the two 
chambers’ different versions 
of the legislation must be 
reconciled. Often this 
happens in Conference 
Committee. 

 
 Still, after conference, both 

chambers must approve any 
changes made in 
conference. 

 



 5. On to the White House 

 

 If both chambers approve, the 
bill is then sent to the 
president for a signature or 
veto.   

 

 If the president vetoes the 
legislation, it can be 
overridden by a two-thirds 
vote of each chamber. 
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 How a Bill becomes a Law 



 Within the House and 
Senate, the influence 
individual legislators 
enjoy is tied to the 
positions they hold 
within the committee 
system or in the party 
leadership hierarchy. 

 

 

  

 Still, members’ goals for 
influence in Washington 
are also tied to the 
overall influence 
Congress enjoys in 
separation of powers 
conflicts. 



 In addition to legislating, 
Congress plays important 
roles in the separation of 
powers: 

 

◦ oversight 

◦ advice and consent 

◦ impeachment 



 “In a republican government, the legislative 
authority necessarily predominates.” 

                           —James Madison, Federalist 51 
 

  

 The Constitution sought to limit congressional 
power through: 

 

   

  1.  bicameralism; 

  2.  strengthening the executive branch. 



 Political party strength in 
Congress has been key to 
separation of powers 
struggles with the White 
House. 



 Strong parties in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries coincide with an era of congressional 
dominance in American politics. 

 

 The weakening of parties after the Progressive Era 
and throughout the twentieth century coincides 
with the rise of presidential power relative to 
Congress. 

 

 
 



 Partisan resurgence toward 
the end of the twentieth 
century helped Congress 
compete with presidents in 
the 1980s and 1990s. 

 

 The first Congresses of the 
twenty-first century continue 
this trend toward greater 
partisanship in, and party 
control of, Congress. 

 

 



Two Measures of Partisanship: 

 

 Party voting (that is, votes where at least 50 
percent of one party votes against at least 50 
percent of the other party) and the ideological 
distance between the parties have both been on the 
rise since the early 1970s. 
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 Party Unity Scores by Chamber 
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 The Widening Ideological Gap between The Parties 



 In contemporary politics, Congress neither 
dominates nor is it subservient to the presidency.  
From one year to the next, Congress continues to 
compete in the separation of powers all the while 
performing its institutional functions and meeting 
the goals of its members. 



  

 High-profile conflicts between 
Congress and the president, including 
the impeachment of President Clinton, 
high-profile Republican investigations 
of the Clinton administration, and 
efforts by Democrats to filibuster 
President Bush’s judicial nominees 
typify how partisanship dominates 
contemporary inter-branch 
relationships. 

 



 Whereas former president 
George W. Bush had 
governed since the 2002 
elections with a Republican-
controlled Congress, the 
Democratic takeover of the 
House and Senate in the 
2006 midterm elections 
produced increased inter-
branch conflict. 

 

  



  

Barack Obama’s 2008 
election (and the return of 
Democrats to majority 
control of both the House 
and the Senate) returned 
American politics to unified 
government, promising more 
inter-branch cooperation. 
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  Differences Between The House and The Senate 
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 House and Senate Campaign Expenditures 
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 Apportionment of House Seats by Region, 1910 and 2000 



Analyzing the Evidence 
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  The Median Voter in Congressional Committees 



Analyzing the Evidence 
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