AP American Government

Congress

· Congress is a bicameral legislature.  Why?

· Framers wanted to avoid a concentration of power in a single institution

· Framers  made the Great Compromise to balance between large and small populated states

· Congress is considered the “first branch” of government.  Why?

· Framers were skeptical of giving one person too much power; preferred the power should be with the People’s representatives

· Most of the nation’s early political struggles (slavery, tariffs, business regulation, admitting new states) were played out in Congress

· Congress dominated over the presidency until the 20th century

· How did the House of Representatives evolve over time?

· Late 19th century, powerful Speakers 

· Selected chairmen and members of all committees

· Decided what business would come up for a vote

· Limited who could speak and what limitations of debate would be

· Early 20th century, revolt against the power of the Speaker

· Power was distributed to congressional caucuses, the Rules Committee (the committee that decides which bills come up for vote & in which order), and chairmen of standing committees

· 1960s & ‘70s

· Democratic-controlled House changed the rules so that powerful southern committee chairs could not block civil rights legislation

· Subcommittees were strengthened

· House became more democratic

· 1990s

· Due to inefficiencies, the House moved back to a strong Speaker beginning with Newt Gingrich in 1994

· How did the Senate evolve over time?

· The smaller size of the Senate precludes the need for a Rules Committee

· Prior to 1913, senators were elected by the state legislatures, so senators focused on pleasing party leaders and funneling jobs and contracts back to their states

· 17th Amendment made senators elected directly by the people, thus they became more interested in pleasing the general electorate

· Senators may filibuster

· Rule 22 provides for cloture (16/60)

· Sex and Race of Congress

· The House is less male and less white since 1950

· Senate is slower to change (mostly white males)

· Republican domination of both the House & Senate over the last decade has reduced minority influence

· Incumbency

· Prior to 1950, many legislators served only one term

· Since then, Congress has become a career, with very low turnover

· Most House districts are safe (elected w/55% + of the vote); Senate seats are less secure

· Gerrymandering has helped make House districts safe

· Incumbents have advantages

· Name recognition

· High media coverage

· Franking privileges

· Travel to their district

· Claim credit for projects or funding brought to a state or district (pork)

· Casework staff (helping constituents)

· Democrats were the beneficiaries of incumbency from the 1930s to 1992

· Dems controlled both chambers in 25 congresses and at least one chamber in 28 congresses

· Republican Revolution of 1994 (Contract with America)

· Voters opposed the Dems because of budget deficits, scandals, legislative-executive bickering, and gridlock

· How do members of Congress behave in terms of voting and formulating policy?

· Representational view

· Vote to please their constituents in order to get re-elected

· This is true when constituents have a clear view on an issue & the legislator’s vote is likely to attract attention

· Civil rights and social welfare are issues where congressmen vote to please their constituents

· Organizational view

· Constituency interests are not at state, legislators respond to their party leaders or colleagues

· Attitudinal view

· Congressmen vote based on their ideology

· Members of Congress are increasingly divided by ideology, making the ideological view of voting more important.  This has created polarization among members, partisan attacks and to less constructive negotiations on bills and policies

· In what ways is Congress organized?

Congress is not a single organization, but a collection of organizations by which legislative business is carried out and through which its members form alliances.  It is important to remember that in Congress, being the majority part (particularly if it is by a wide margin) means power.  The majority party in each chamber controls the leadership positions, the legislative agenda and the committees.  The majority party’s staff members also have considerable power.

· Party

· The vice president is president of the senate

· The VP’s only constitutional power in the Senate is to break a tie vote

· It is possible, through divided government, for the VP’s to be a different party than the majority party in the Senate

· The president pro tempore (the most senior member of the majority party) is the ceremonial leader of the Senate

· The true leaders of the Senate are the majority and minority leaders, elected by their respective party members

· The majority leader schedules Senate business, in consultation with the minority leader

· Party whips keep leaders informed and pressure party members to vote in accord with the party line

· Each party has a policy committee that schedules Senate business & prioritizes bills

· Committee assignments are handled by groups of senators from each party and emphasize ideological and regional balance

· The Speaker of the House is the leader of the majority party and presides over the House

· The greater size of the House gives its leadership more power

· The Speaker’s powers are formidable

· Who will be recognized on the floor

· Interpreting rules on motions

· Assigning bills to committees

· Influencing which bills are brought up for a vote

· Appointing members of special and select committees

· The majority leader of the House is elected by the majority party and the minority party elects a minority leader

· Each party has a whip who is in charge of rounding up votes

· Each party has a committee for making committee assignments

· Congressional rules have changed since the 1994 Republican Revolution

· Seniority is less of a standard for selecting committee chairmen

· Committee chairmen serve for no more than 6 years

· As a result, the House is very tightly controlled, but the Senate is less party-centered and less leader-oriented

· Party unity in voting is still very evident, although there are ideological splits between party leaders and parties

· Committees

· Each chamber of Congress has its own committees

· Committees are where the hard and serious work of Congress is accomplished

· Committees consider bills, maintain oversight of the executive agencies, conduct investigations

· Types of committees

· Standing: permanent bodies with specified legislative responsibilities (ex: Armed Services Committee, Judiciary Committee)

· Select: groups appointed for a limited purpose and time (ex: Select Committee on Watergate, various intelligence committees

· Joint: representatives and senators serve on joint committees

· Conference: a type of joint committee appointed to resolve differences in Senate & House versions of the same piece of legislation

· The majority party has the majority of seats on the committees and elects the chair

· Chairmen are usually the most senior members of the committee (even though the seniority system is under attack)

· The ratio of Democrats to Republicans on a committee corresponds to their ration in the House or Senate

· Occasionally the majority party will try to take extra seats on key committees (House Appropriations or Ways and Means)

· Powerful House Committees

· House Rules Committee: reviews all bills (except revenue, budget and appropriations) before the bills go to the full House

· House Ways & Means Committee: drafts tax legislation

· Congressional committees have their own office and staff, usually one for the majority side and one for the minority side, that works with the committee members

· Representatives’ and Senators’ Staffs

· Office staffs grew rapidly in the 20th century due to increased legislative work

· Congressmen rely heavily on their staffs

· Approximately 1/3 of a House member’s staff works in the home district; Senators have several offices in cities around their states

· Constituency service or casework is perhaps the most important because it is the link b/t the congressman and his district or state

· Legislative work:  devise proposals, negotiate agreements, organize hearings, meet with lobbyists

· Typical staff of a House member or Senator

· Scheduler: keeps the congressman’s schedule (this is a full time job) and often acts as a private secretary

· Legislative director, aides and correspondents

· Media director & staff

· It is unlawful for a House member or Senator to mix his office staff or budget with his campaign staff and campaign budget

· Staff agencies

· Provide Congress with specialized knowledge equivalent to what the president has; often counters what comes out of the executive branch

· Congressional Research Service (CRS) is part of the Library of Congress

· Responds to requests for information by looking up facts and indicates the arguments for and against proposed policy

· Tracks the status of every major bill before Congress

· General Accountability Office (GAO) formerly known as the General Accounting Office

· Audits the money spent by executive departments

· Investigates agencies and policies and makes recommendations on almost every aspect of government

· Congressional Budget Office (CBO)

· Advises Congress on the potential economic effects of different spending programs and provides information on the costs of proposed policies (is more accurate at this than the Office of Management & Budget that advises the president)

How a Bill Becomes a Law
· The complexity of these procedures ordinarily gives a powerful advantage to the OPPOSITION of a bill because it can be blocked or killed at every level

· If a bill is not passed by both chambers of Congress and signed by the president within the life of one Congress, it is dead and must be re-introduced during the next Congress
Americans have several power and ethics concerns about Congress.  Why?
· There are differences over whether Congress should refine or mirror public opinion

· Madison believed national laws should transcend local interests, yet today they often do

· Legislators should make reasonable compromises among competing societal interests, yet today ideology sharply divides Congress

· Legislators should not be captured by special interests, yet interest groups represent a significant portion of public, business, and military business

· There are differences over whether gridlock is a natural occurrence of our system of government or a refusal by Congressmen to get the job done

· The Framers designed Congress to act deliberatively

· Americans view deliberation as not acting at all

· Many Americans favor term limits

· Too many Congressmen are re-elected

· Career politicians are perceived to act more out of self-interest than public interest

· Many Americans oppose term limits

· Limits would produce amateur legislators who would be less prone to compromise

· Limits would produce legislators who would be more influenced by lobbyists

· Supreme Court has ruled term-limits unconstitutional (the Constitution would have to be amended to have term-limits)

· Many Americans also favor reducing the privileges (and thus the power) of Congress

· “Fence the frank”

· “Reduce the pork”

· Many Americans question the ethics of legislators

· Scandals do occur in Congress, both personal and financial

· Ethics codes and reforms in 1978, 89, 95 place members of Congress under tight rules governing financial disclosure

· The problem with these reforms is that they assume money is the only source of corruption

· Corruption can also come in the form of bargaining (logrolling) between congressmen 

· Corruption can also occur between favor exchange between a congressman and the president

· Jobs offered to former legislators, especially by lobbyists, are an ethics concern as well

· There are limits on how soon a former legislator can lobby their former colleagues, but the rules are vague and their intentions are often circumvented

“Everyone loves their Congressman, but hates Congress”

                                                                                                                                                                    Ralph Nader

