
The US Congress is established in Article I of the Constitution.

‘All legislative Powers herein granted shall be vested in a Congress of the United States, which shall consist of a 
Senate and House of Representatives.’ 

The US Congress is a bicameral institution – it is made up of two houses – the Senate and the House of 
Representatives. In the lower house, the states are represented proportionally, whilst in the Senate, each state 
has two representatives each.

House of Representatives – lower house Senate – upper house
435 members 100 members – two from each state

Each member represents a congressional district Each senator represents an entire state

Two year terms Six year terms

Must be at least 25 years old Must be at least 30 years old

Must be an American citizen for at least seven years Must be an American citizen for at least nine years
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The US Congress
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House of Representatives Senate

Speaker of the House – Nancy Pelosi (Democrat) President of Senate – Vice President Kamala Harris (Democrat)

Majority Leader – Steny Hoyer (Democrat) President Pro Tempore – Patrick Leahy (Democrat)

Minority Leader – Kevin McCarthy (Republican) Majority Leader – Chuck Schumer (Democrat)

Majority Whip – James Clyburn (Democrat) Minority Leader – Mitch McConnell (Republican)

Key figures in Congress – January 2021

As a consequence of the two special elections for the US Senate in Georgia that were held in January 2021, the 
party division in the Senate now stands as 50 Republicans, 48 Democrats, and 2 Independents (who caucus with 
the Democrats). Democrats hold the majority due to the tie-breaking vote of Vice President Kamala Harris.



Joint powers Senate House of Representatives

Law-making Confirming presidential appointments ‘Power of the purse’

Overseeing the executive branch Ratifying treaties Electing the President if there is a draw in the 
Electoral College

Overriding presidential veto Electing the Vice President if there is a draw in the 
Electoral College 

Instituting constitutional amendments

Impeaching and removing public officials

Declaring war

Confirming an appointed Vice President

Yes No

Senators represent an entire state. Both houses have equal power in the legislative process, and this is a 
key function of Congress.

There are only 100 senators. The House has the ‘power of the purse’ that enables it to exert great 
influence on financial matters.

Senators serve a longer term than members of the House. Both houses conduct oversight of the executive branch.

Senators are more likely to chair a committee/sub-committee or 
hold a leadership position.

Members of both houses receive equal salaries.

The Senate is seen as a recruiting pool for presidential 
candidates. Seventeen former Senator including Biden, Obama 
and Nixon have served as US Senators.

Both houses must approve the initiation of constitutional amendments.

Relative powers of the House of Representatives and Senate

Is the Senate more powerful than the House?
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The legislative process

Key Term
Filibuster – a mechanism by which one or more senators can delay action on a bill by debating it at length. The 
Senate has a principle of ‘unlimited debate’, and this can be used by individual senators to speak for hours and 
delay the passage of a bill.

House of Representatives Senate

Introduction 
A formality, no debate, no vote

Introduction 
A formality, no debate, no vote

Committee stage
Conducted in standing committee, hearing and vote

Committee stage
Conducted in standing committee, hearing and vote

Timetabling
House Rules Committee

Timetabling
Unanimous consent agreement

Floor debate and vote on passage Floor debate and vote on passage

Conference Committee (if required) to reconcile the differences between the House and Senate versions of bill

Presidential action – veto, sign, leave on desk or ‘pocket veto’

In contrast to the UK parliament, legislation passes through both chambers of Congress simultaneously.
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Type Function

Standing committees Legislation and scrutiny of the executive branch (both houses)

To begin confirmation of appointments (Senate)

House Rules Committee Timetabling of legislation in House of Representatives

Conference committees Reconciling differences in legislation (both chambers)

Select committees Special, ad hoc investigating committees (both chambers or joint)

Congressional committees

‘It is not far from the truth to say that Congress in session is Congress on public exhibition, while Congress in the 
committee rooms is Congress at work.’ – Woodrow Wilson



One factor that affects how Congress performs its oversight function of the executive branch is party balance. 
If the President’s party has partial or full control of Congress, then rather than being an effective watchdog, 
Congress is often described as a ‘lapdog.’ The table below shows the party balance in Congress over the last 
decade.
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2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

President Obama Trump

Senate

House

Nancy Pelosi – Speaker of the House

Mitch McConnell – Senate Minority Leader


