Unit 2: Interactions Among Branches of Government
Topic 2.1

Congress: The Senate and the House of
Representatives

You Will Learn To:

¢ |dentify Congress' legislative powers.
¢ Explain similarities and differences between the House of Representatives and the Senate.

Congressional Powers

Congress uses its enumerated and implied powers (see Topic 1.8) to:

e raise money by taxing individuals and businesses.

¢ pass the federal budget.

e borrow and coin money.

¢ declare war and fund the armed forces.

¢ legislate the process of naturalization.

¢ regulate interstate commerce (see Topic 1.8).

¢ create the federal court system.

o exercise oversight of the executive branch and its agencies.

Congress aims to fulfill the legislative policy agenda, with input from the president and the people, through
its legislative powers.

The Structure of Congress

Article | of the Constitution lists the eligibility requirements for serving in the House of Representatives
and Senate, along with a description of each chamber's rules, procedures, powers, and restrictions.




Unit 2: Interactions Among Branches of Government

Many framers believed republicanism would work best with a bicameral legislature in which each
chamber checks the other, minimizing the possibility of tyranny by legislative factions.

The House of Representatives

There are 435 total House seats; districts are apportioned based on states' populations, with large states

having more House members than small states. Because House members represent local districts, they
represent people's more immediate interests.

U.S. House apportionment following 2020 census

Change from 2010
to 2020

Gained 2 seats
Gained 1 seat
No change

Lost 1 seat

House members are elected for two-year terms. Although changes in demographics or in the views of
constituents could result in frequent replacement of officeholders, incumbents strive to cultivate
relationships in their districts to help them win reelection, which occurs about 90% of the time. There is
no limit on the number of terms a House member can serve.
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The Senate

There are 100 Senate seats—each of the fifty states, no matter its population, has two senators. Since
the Seventeenth Amendment's ratification in 1913, senators have been elected by voters, rather than the
legislatures, in their states. With elections occurring every six years, senators are more insulated from
public opinion than House members. The Senate thus represents longer-term state interests.

Staggered Senate elections

Senate

. 100 seats . . . ‘ .

B Elected in 2018, up for reelection in 2024
Elected in 2020, up for reelection in 2026

B Etected in 2022, up for reelection in 2028

Senate elections are staggered. Only one-third of Senate seats are on the ballot in a given congressional
election year; two years afterward, a different third of Senate seats are on the ballot, and so on.
Staggering ensures that the Senate changes slowly, promoting stability in lawmaking. Furthermore, just
as with House incumbents, Senate incumbents have a high reelection rate and no term limits.

Caucuses and Committees

Legislators sharing a common policy goal may form congressional coalitions, sometimes called caucuses.
Continuous political relationships among senators, with high reelection rates and six-year terms, tend to
preserve these coalitions more so than in the House.
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A Republican and a Democrat from the House Bike Caucus

Caucus members help develop legislation in particular policy areas. Party caucuses, which comprise
members of the same party, are influential in advancing a specific ideology or interest in a partisan issue.
However, other caucuses may be bipartisan, such as the House Bike Caucus, whose Democratic and
Republican members promote safe-cycling policies.

In contrast to caucuses, congressional committees in both chambers are more closely associated with
Congress' formal legislative duties (see Topic 2.2). Committees draft and revise bills in specific policy
areas and conduct other important legislative work.

Debate Rules

Because the House has 435 members, debating a bill in the House requires more restrictions than in the
100-member Senate.
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A House member debates a bill in June, 2017

For example, House members face strict time limits when debating bills; in contrast, senators are allowed
to filibuster in their chamber. House debate is thus more formal than Senate debate, and, except for
House leaders, any single House member usually has less influence on legislation than any single
senator.

Things to Remember
o Congress embodies republicanism through debate and deliberation that results in laws concerning
taxing, government spending, and interstate commerce, among others.

e Congress comprises the 100-member Senate, which represents the states, and the 435-member
House of Representatives, which represents smaller districts and thus more directly represents the

people.
Senate House
Term of office 6 years 2 years
Legislative debate Less formal More formal

Coalitions More stable Less stable



2.1 Vocabulary
Bipartisan

Caucus
(congressional)

Committee
(congressional)

Incumbent

Naturalization

Party caucus
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Made by or composed of members of opposing parties.

A group of congressional members that is formed to advance a political
ideology or a shared regional, ethnic, or economic interest.

A group of members of Congress specializing in an area of legislative
procedure or policy.

A current political officeholder.
The process by which a non-citizen becomes a citizensss.

The collective members of each chamber of Congress who identify with
the same major party.



