
Why Was Congress Created?

 Fear that power in the hands of a single individual 
would be abused and the people would suffer. 

 The national legislative power that was vested in 
Congress was to be a bicameral (two-house) 
institution. Each house was intended to serve 
different constituencies. The House was to be elected 
by the people and would therefore represent the 
views of the people. The members of the Senate 
were selected by the state legislatures and would be 
at least one step removed from the people. 



The Functions of the Congress

 The lawmaking function
 The representation 

function
The trustee view of 

representation
The instructed 

delegate view of 
representation

 Service to constituents



The Functions of the Congress
(cont.)

The oversight function:
Reviewing actions of the
Executive Branch

The Public-Education
Function

The Conflict Resolution
Function



Decline and Resurgence

First 100 years – Congress dominant

1920’s – 1960s – President dominant

1970s – Congressional resurgence

1980s  Periods of divided government

Harder to discern clear institutional 
pattern



The Powers of Congress

 Enumerated Powers. (Article I, Section 8 of the Constitution) 
 Include taxing, spending, borrowing, and coining; 

regulation of foreign trade and trade among states; 
regulation of the military (state militias, an army and navy, 
and to declare war); as well as the power to define the 
court structure. 
 Powers of the Senate
 Constitutional Amendments

 The Necessary and Proper Clause. 
 Allows Congress to make laws that are deemed to be 

necessary to carry out the expressed powers



House-Senate Differences

Size and rules

Debate and
filibustering

Prestige





Size and Rules

Because the House is so large, it operates 
under stricter rules for debate. 
 The Rules Committee provides special 

rules under which specific bills can be 
debated, amended, and considered in 
the House. 



Debate and Filibustering

Filibuster: the Senate’s use of
unlimited debate as a blocking tactic.

Members of the Senate are generally
able to achieve more prestige than
members of the House because of the
smaller number of members.



Congresspersons and the
Citizenry: A Comparison

In comparison to the general population the 
members of Congress are significantly different 
both demographically and economically. The 
members of Congress are older, wealthier, and 
better educated than the general public. There 
are relatively few women and members of 
minority groups in Congress. Finally, there is a 
disproportionate number of lawyers in both 
houses of Congress. The current 
congressional salary is $157,000. 





The Committee Structure

 The Power of Committees
Types of Congressional committees
Standing Committees
Select Committees
Joint Committees
Conference Committees
House Rules Committees

 The Selection of Committee Members





Formal Leadership

 The majority party controls the legislative 
process, including the selection of 
Congressional leaders.

 Leadership in the House
The Speaker
The Majority Leader
The Minority Leader
Whips



Leadership in the Senate

Vice 
President
Majority 

Leader



How a Bill Becomes a Law

 For a bill to become law, it must pass through both houses 
of Congress. All “money bills” or spending measures 
must originate in the House.

 House of Representatives
 Introduction
Committee Stage
Rules Committee 
 Floor Action

 The procedure in the Senate is similar, but there are no 
special rules such as those set by the House Rules 
Committee; the leadership schedules action.  





Major Theme

Less than 5% of the bills
introduced are sent to the
President to be signed into law

Bills can be killed at many points



How a Bill Becomes a
Law (cont.)

 Conference committee

If there are differences between the House 
version of the bill and the Senate version of 
the bill, the bill will be sent to a conference 
committee. Members of each chamber 
selected by the leaders will attempt to 
reach a compromise on the bill. 

The House and Senate vote on the bill as 
reported by the conference committee



How Much Will the
Government Spend?

 Preparing the Budget
 Congress Faces the Budget

Authorization, a formal declaration by a legislative 
committee that a certain amount of funding may be 
available to an agency. Some authorizations 
terminate in a year; others are renewable 
automatically without further congressional action. 



How Much Will the
Government Spend (cont.)?

Appropriation, the passage, by 
Congress, of a spending bill 
specifying the amount of 
authorized funds that actually will 
be allocated for an agency’s use. 

Budget Resolutions



The Budget Cycle



Criticisms of Congress

Perpetual electoral connection

Unrepresentative

Unethical

 Inefficient

Lacks collective responsibility

Delegates too much to executive branch



Judging Congress?

“Congress will always be controversial.  
Unlike the president or the courts, it 
conducts its business largely in public.  Its 
faults are out in the open for all to see.  
People are apt to conclude that the 
president speaks with one voice and that 
the courts manifest magisterial wisdom.  
No such illusions surround the actions of 
the legislative branch.”


