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WHERE WE ARE 

We are in chapter 7 of our textbook – Congress. 

I posted assignment 3 yesterday and sent you the link by email. 

http://www.robertcat.net/fall2018/pols1101/site/assignments/assignment3.pdf 

IN THE NEWS 

Brett Kavanaugh is now a Justice of the Supreme Court of the United States. 

Unlike Justice Kennedy, it is unlikely he will ever vote with the more liberal justices. Has the Supreme 

Court loss it ability to function “above” partisan politics? 

https://thehill.com/opinion/judiciary/410344-kavanaugh-must-recuse-himself-in-politically-charged-

cases 

Will any of the conservative justices move closer to the center? 

Will there be an immediate attempt to impeach Justice Kavanaugh? 

Will he recuse himself if an issue regarding abortion comes to the Court? 

How many additional vacancies on the Court will President Trump get to nominate replacements for? 

Did Republicans set themselves up to lose majorities in the House and/or Senate in the process of 

confirming Justice Kavanaugh? 

Did members of Congress receive death threats over the Kavanaugh nomination?  

CHAPTER 7 ON CONGRESS 

The FOUNDERS considered the LEGISLATIVE BRANCH to be the most important and most powerful of 

the three “branches” of the national government. 

They intentionally designed things in the CONSTITUTION to make it difficult to pass laws. 

(The budget is considered a law and is suppose to go through the same obstacle course.) 

FOR WHAT IT MAY BE WORTH, I believe that the presidency has become more important and more 

powerful precisely because Congress has become largely dysfunctional. In the absence of legislation, the 

president can make national decisions BY EXECUTIVE ORDERS.  

 

http://www.robertcat.net/fall2018/pols1101/site/assignments/assignment3.pdf
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The problem with an executive order is that a new president can reverse the executive orders of the 

prior president. So, if the “Whitehouse” shifts between the two parties, the national government can 

seem to weave like a drunken driver on the roadway. 

LAWS have a degree of “staying power.” Executive orders, not so. 

How are other nations to regard their relationships with the U.S. if its policies change dramatically when 

the presidency changes? 

And will President Trump voluntarily leave office at the end of four or eight years without inciting 

possible violence and blaming it on the media and “the left?” 

I think the Founders would be very concerned if they knew the “place” that their design has entered 

today. 

OKAY, BACK TO THE CONGRESS NOW 

Congress is BICAMERAL – two “chambers” – House of Representatives and Senate 

The Senate was originally intended to represent state governments. 

Hopefully, elected Representatives and Senators are wiser that the average citizen. I, for one, do not 

endorse the idea that anyone can take a few years off and run a government. 

Some elected people see themselves as DELEGATES of their constituents. Others see themselves as 

TRUSTEES. (Most kind of split the difference and are sometimes “delegates” and sometimes, “trustees.” 

There is a lot of SWAPPING OF FAVORS with others. This is not necessarily bad. 

There are no TERM LIMITS in Congress. Those who have been there forever become committee chairs. 

The House has 435 members. The Senate has 100 members. The two chambers have DIFFERENT RULES 

and different ways of doing things. 

There is not only RIVALRY between Republicans and Democrats; there is rivalry between the House and 

the Senate.  

Members of Congress “belong” to caucuses. For example, a farm states caucuses. There is also a black 

caucus.  

Wise members try not to make lasting enemies of others. You never know who you will need to work 

with tomorrow. 

When a bill is introduced into a chamber, it gets assigned to a COMMITTEE, and then usually to a SUB 

COMMITTEE. 

There is a practice in both chambers of Congress called DEFERENCE. It has many chances to die because 

of deference. If it fails to emerge from subcommittee and from committee, it “dies.” Generally speaking, 

votes on the FLOOR of either chamber are simply a “rubber stamping” of what was decided in 

committee. This makes the subcommittee chairs and the committee chairs very important people with 

regards to specific proposals. Getting on the “right” committee matters. SENIORITY in office is often also 

important. 



If the same legislation (kind of) emerges in different forms from both chambers, it usually goes to a 

CONFERENCE COMMITTEE and the version of whatever may emerge from “CONFERENCE” goes back to 

the floor of both chambers. 

The president’s PROPOSED BUDGET is treated like proposed legislation. It is broken into 13 parts (I 

think) and they each try to “swim” through the process. Often, the government runs on CONTINUING 

RESOLUTIONS (budgets) because no budget actually passes. Most of it is now on AUTOPILOT, anyway. 

Most national government spending is NON-DISCRETIONARY, meaning entitlements. 

Televised speeches on the floor of either chamber is often just a show for home viewers. The chamber is 

often empty.  

MOST OF THE REAL WORK gets done in committees and subcommittees. When the majority “FLIPS” ALL 

THE CHAIRS CHANGE. 

People cannot vote unless they are physically present. 

 Members have paid staffs who do a lot of the work, including “CASEWORK FOR CONSTITUENTS.”  

About 90 PERCENT of INCUMBENTS are reelected. INCUMBENCY has many advantages.  

People representing HOMOGENEOUS districts are not likely to ask as TRUSTEES. (Homogeneous means 

citizens in the district tend to think in the same ways.) Such districts are said to be SAFE. They are often 

created by gerrymandering at the state government level. 

The SENATE has an old weird practice called the FILIBUSTER.  

Both chambers often take LONG WEEKENDS so members can spend time in their districts and raise 

money. 

House members serve two-year terms, which means they must campaign almost constantly. Senate 

members have six-year terms. 

Members of Congress can receive monetary contributions from INTEREST GROUPS and from POLITICAL 

ACTION COMMITTEES (PACS). https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_action_committee 

There are FORMAL LEADERSHIP POSITIONS in each chamber. Plus, each party has its own leadership 

structure in each chamber. 

 Getting on the “right” committees is very important. 

 SENIORITY COUNTS.  

Southern Democrats used to be very powerful in Congress because they were conservative and 

had to Republican opposition. 

Conclusion – major committee hearings like the recent Senate Judiciary Committee meetings regarding 

the Kavanaugh nomination give insights into Congress and some of its “characters.”  

Bottom line, these are people, with all the usual virtues and vices.  I question that the FOUNDERS would 

be pleased by what the jewel of an institution they envisioned has become.  
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