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Important Terms

	bicameral legislature
	A lawmaking body made up of two chambers or parts

	caucus
	An association of Congress members created to advance a political ideology or a regional, ethnic, or economic interest

	closed rule
	An order from the House Rules Committee that sets a time limit on debate; forbids amending a bill on the floor

	cloture rule
	A rule used by the Senate to end or limit debate

	concurrent resolution
	An expression of opinion without the force of law that requires the approval of both the House and the Senate, but not the president

	conference committee
	A joint committee appointed to resolve differences in the Senate and House versions of the same bill

	conservative coalition
	An alliance between Republicans and conservative Democrats

	discharge petition
	A device by which any member of the House, after a committee has had a bill for thirty days, may petition to have it brought to the floor 

	division vote
	A congressional voting procedure in which members stand and are counted

	divided government
	Government in which one party controls the White House and another party controls one or both houses of Congress

	double tracking
	A procedure to keep the Senate going during a filibuster in which the disputed bill is shelved temporarily so that the Senate can get on with other business

	earmark
	“Hidden” congressional provision that directs the federal government to fund a specific project or that exempts specific persons or groups from paying specific federal taxes or fees

	filibuster
	An attempt to defeat a bill in the Senate by talking indefinitely, thus preventing the Senate from taking action on the bill

	franking privilege
	The ability of Congress members to mail letters to their constituents free of charge by substituting their facsimile signature for postage

	joint committee
	A committee on which both senators and representatives serve

	joint resolution
	A formal expression of congressional opinion that must be approved by both houses of Congress and by the president; constitutional amendments need not be signed by the president

	majority leader
	The legislative leader elected by party members holding a majority of seats in the House or the Senate

	marginal districts
	Political districts in which candidates elected to the House of Representatives win in close elections, typically by less than 55 percent of the vote

	minority leader
	The legislative leader elected by party members holding a minority of seats in the House or the Senate

	multiple referral
	A congressional process whereby a bill may be referred to several committees

	open rule
	An order from the House Rules Committee that permits a bill to be amended on the floor

	party polarization
	A vote in which a majority of Democratic legislators oppose a majority of Republican legislators

	pork-barrel legislation
	Legislation that gives tangible benefits to constituents in several districts or states in the hope of winning their votes in return

	private bill
	A legislative bill that deals with a specific, private, personal, or local matter

	public bill
	A legislative bill that deals with a matter of general concern

	quorum
	The minimum number of members required to be in attendance for Congress to conduct official business

	quorum call
	A roll call in either house of Congress to see whether the minimum number of representatives required to conduct business is present

	restrictive rule
	An order from the House Rules Committee that permits certain kinds of amendments but not others to be made to a bill on the floor

	roll-call vote
	A congressional procedure that consists of members answering “yea” or “nay” to their names.

	safe district
	District in which incumbents win by margins of 55 percent or more

	select committee
	Congressional committee appointed for a limited time and purpose.

	sequential referral
	A congressional process by which a Speaker may send a bill to a second committee after the first is finished acting

	simple resolution
	An expression of opinion, either in the House or Senate, to settle procedural matters in either body

	standing committee
	Permanently established legislative committee that considers and is responsible for legislation within a certain subject area

	teller vote
	A congressional voting procedure in which members pass between two tellers, the “yeas” first and the “nays” second

	unified government
	Government in which the same party controls the White House and both houses of Congress

	voice vote
	A congressional voting procedure in which members shout “yea” in approval or “nay” in disapproval, permitting members to vote quickly or anonymously on bills

	whip
	A senator or representative who helps the party leader stay informed about what party members are thinking


Summary – Annotate the summary before reading Chapter 13 on the U.S. Congress.

Over the last fifty years or so, Congress, especially the House, has evolved through three stages. The Congress is presently an uneasy combination of stages two and three.

During the first stage, which lasted from the end of World War I until the early 1960s, the House was dominated by powerful committee chairs who controlled the agenda, decided which members would get what services for their constituents, and tended to follow the leadership of the Speaker. Newer members were expected to be seen but not heard; power and prominence came only after a long apprenticeship. Congressional staffs were small, and members dealt with each other face to face. In dealing with other members, it helped to have a southern accent: half of all committee chairs, in both the House and the Senate, were from the South. Not many laws were passed over their objections.

The second stage emerged in the early 1970s, in part as the result of trends already under way and in part as the result of changes in procedures and organization brought about by younger, especially northern, members. (As an example of continuing trends, consider the steady growth in the number of staffers assigned to each member.) Dissatisfied with southern resistance to civil rights bills and emboldened by a sharp increase in the number of liberals who had been elected in the Johnson landslide of 1964, the House Democratic caucus adopted rules that allowed the caucus to do the following:

· select committee chairs without regard to seniority;

· increase the number and staffs of subcommittees;

· authorize individual committee members (instead of just the committee chair) to choose the subcommittee chairs;

· end the ability of chairs to refuse to call meetings; and

· make it much harder to close meetings to the public.

Also, the installation of electronic voting made it easier to require recorded votes, so there was a sharp rise in the number of times each member had to go on record. The Rules Committee was instructed to issue more rules that would allow floor amendments.

At the same time, the number of southern Democrats in leadership positions began to decline, while the conservativism of the remaining ones began to decrease. Moreover, northern and southern Democrats began to vote together a bit more frequently, though the conservative “boll weevils” remained a significant—and often swing—group.

These changes created a House ideally suited to serve the reelection needs of its members. Each representative could be an individual political entrepreneur seeking publicity, claiming credit, introducing bills, holding subcommittee hearings, and assigning staffers to work on constituents’ problems. There was no need to defer to powerful party leaders or committee chairs. But because representatives in each party were becoming more ideologically similar, there was a rise in party voting. Congress became an attractive career option for people skilled in these techniques. Their skills as members were manifest in the growth of the sophomore surge, the increase in their winning percentage during their first reelection campaign.

Even junior members could now make their mark on legislation. In the House, more floor amendments were offered and passed; in the Senate, filibusters became more commonplace. Owing to multiple referrals and overlapping subcommittee jurisdictions, more members could participate in writing bills and overseeing government agencies.

Lurking within the changes that defined the second stage were others, less noticed at the time, that created the beginnings of a new phase. This third stage was an effort in the House to strengthen and centralize party leadership. The Speaker acquired the power to appoint a majority of the Rules Committee members. That body, worried by the flood of floor amendments, began issuing more restrictive rules. By the mid-1980s, this had reached the point where Republicans were complaining that they were being gagged. The Speaker also got control of the Democratic Steering and Policy Committee (which assigns new members to committees) and was given the power to refer bills to several committees simultaneously.

These opportunities for becoming a powerful Speaker were not noticed while Tip O’Neill (D-MA) held that post. However, Jim Wright (D-TX), O’Neill’s successor, began to make full use of these powers shortly after he entered office. Perhaps if he had not stumbled over ethical problems, Wright might have succeeded in becoming the policy leader of the House, setting the agenda and getting much of it adopted. The replacement of Wright by Tom Foley (D-WA) signaled a return to a more accomodationist leadership style.

The pendulum continued to swing between different leadership styles during the latter half of the 1990s. Foley’s replacement, the Republican Newt Gingrich (GA), was a more assertive policy leader. The first incumbent Speaker to be reprimanded by the House for ethics violations, Gingrich resigned from office after the 1998 elections. He was succeeded by a more moderate speaker, J. Dennis Hastert (R-IL), who, in turn, was succeeded by Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) after the Democrats regained majority-party status in fall 2006. The evolution of the House remains an incomplete story. It is not yet clear whether it will remain in stage two or find some way of moving decisively into stage three. For now, it has elements of both. Meanwhile, the Senate remains as individualistic and as decentralized as ever—a place where exercising strong leadership has always been difficult.

Congress is a collection of individual representatives from states and districts who play no role in choosing the president. They are therefore free to serve the interests of their constituents, their personal political views, and (to a limited extent) the demands of congressional leaders. In serving those interests, members of necessity rely on investigating, negotiating, and compromising, all of which may annoy voters who want Congress to be decisive. The unpopularity of Congress is made worse by the recent tendency of its members to become ideologically more polarized.

One of the most important changes in the profile of congressional members is the increased ability of incumbents to get reelected. Highly gerrymandered districts; an increase in earmarks; and continuing advantages associated with incumbency, such as name recognition and the franking privilege, have contributed to the very high reelection rates among House members. Although Senate incumbents face more competitive elections, they, too, were successful in nearly 91 percent of their attempts in the last decade. 

Though its members may complain that Congress is collectively weak, to any visitor from abroad it seems extraordinarily powerful. Congress has always been jealous of its constitutional authority and independence. Three compelling events led Congress to reassert its authority. These were the war in Vietnam, which became progressively more unpopular; the Watergate scandals, which revealed a White House illegally influencing the electoral process; and the continuance of divided government, with one party in control of the presidency and another in control of Congress.

In 1973, Congress passed the War Powers Act over a presidential veto, giving it a greater voice in the use of American forces abroad. The following year, it passed the Congressional Budget and Impoundment Control Act, which denied the president the right to refuse to spend money appropriated by Congress. This act gave Congress a greater role in the budget process. Congress also passed laws to provide a legislative veto over presidential actions, especially with respect to the sale of arms abroad. Not all these steps have withstood the tests of time or of Supreme Court review, but taken together they indicate a resurgence of congressional authority. They also helped set the stage for sharper conflicts between Congress and the presidency.

---------------------------------------------------------

As noted in Chapter 10, congressional elections typically generate less excitement and enthusiasm than presidential contests. However, evaluating who gets elected to Congress—and why—is important in order to understand the functioning of Congress as an institution. In particular, scholars pay attention to the personal characteristics, the partisan ideologies, and the professionalism of individuals elected to Congress,

Throughout much of our history, congressional members were predominantly well-educated Protestant white males. Although this demographic homogeneity may strike us as being unusual by today’s standards, it is consistent with the social and cultural norms of the times. The civil rights movement opened up more educational opportunities for women and people of color. Over time, Americans have seen an increase in the demographic diversity of candidates running for Congress. Today, Congress is more diverse than ever before, with previously disenfranchised members of society are now occupying leadership positions in both the House and the Senate. In fact, in fall 2006, Democratic representatives selected Nancy Pelosi to become the first female Speaker of the House. 

Scholars have also noted that congressional members elected in the last twenty years appear to be more ideologically motivated than were their predecessors. Some have speculated that gerrymandering practices have contributed to this phenomenon, because district boundaries are drawn so specifically that general elections are no longer competitive. This is particular true of House races, which tend to produce wins with large margins of victory. For voters, the real competition occurs now at the primary stage, especially when there is an open seat—a race without an incumbent candidate. When that occurs, primary voters, who are often more ideological than their general-election counterparts, tend to pick the candidate who best matches their ideological or political preferences. Typically, this means that voters in Democratic strongholds will usually select the more liberal candidate, and voters in Republican districts will choose the more conservative candidate, Not surprisingly, this has implications for the functioning of the institution, because candidates who are more partisan in their political beliefs find it difficult to negotiate and compromise with their colleagues on the other side. 

Incumbency also plays an important part in determining who is likely to get elected to Congress. In the past, few members sought reelection; working conditions were not pleasant, and compensation was typically low. However, as the job became more attractive, more members viewed service as a profession and sought reelection. Their experience in campaigns and elections, and specific advantages that accompanied their incumbency status, resulted in most members of Congress being returned to office by a large percentage of voters in their district or state.

Today, reelection rates for incumbents are exceedingly high. In 2000, for example, nearly 97 percent of House members and almost 91 percent of Senate members who sought reelection were returned to office. Although the difference between the House and the Senate rates likely reflects the advantage of gerrymandered districting, other institutional advantages are also at work. Incumbents have an established relationship with constituents and can easily communicate with voters due to the franking privilege. They also have an advantage in raising funds, as most donors want to back a winner—and incumbents have an exceedingly good change of winning re-election. In addition, incumbents have extra advantages, such as the ability to claim credit with local voters for government projects or services that benefit their constituents and the ability to use local media to report news and achievements, which translates into free media exposure for the incumbent.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------

There are at least three theories on why members of Congress vote the way they do: SEQ NL1 \r 0 \h 
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Representational. This view holds that members want to get reelected and therefore vote to please their constituents. It seems to be true when the issue is highly visible and the constituency is fairly united in its stance, as was the case on civil rights bills during the 1950s and 1960s.
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Organizational. This view holds that members of Congress respond to cues provided by their fellow members. Party is the single most important of these cues, but ideological and intraparty caucuses, such as the Democratic Study Group, may also be important. Members also tend to go along with their party’s representatives on the sponsoring committee and their state delegations.
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Attitudinal. Members of Congress, like other political elites, are more ideological in their thinking than the public at large. Democratic members tend to be strongly liberal and Republicans conservative. Moreover, because there are so many conflicting pressures, members are left free to vote their ideologies.
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