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The Legislative Branch
of Government
The first article of the U.S. Constitution established the legislative branch of
the federal government. It sets out the requirements for and responsibilities
of those who serve in Congress.

The Members of Congress
The Constitution established a bicameral, or two-body, legislature com-

posed of the Senate and the House of Representatives.

The Senate
The Senate is made up of two representatives from

each state, for a total of 100 members. A senator must
be at least thirty years old, a citizen of the United States
for at least nine years, and a resident of the state he or
she represents. Originally, senators were chosen by their
state legislatures to serve a six-year term. In 1913, the
Seventeenth Amendment to the Constitution provided
that the members of the Senate be elected by the people.
Senate terms are now staggered so that only one-third
of the entire Senate is elected in any one election year.

In 2003, Georgia’s two U.S. senators were Zell Miller
(a Democrat) and Saxby Chambliss (a Republican). Both
senators represent the entire state of Georgia.

The vice president of the United States serves as the
president of the Senate and presides over sessions. The vice
president does not vote on any issues before the Senate
unless there is a tie vote. The president pro tempore of the
Senate (the senior member of the majority party) presides
over the Senate in the absence of the vice president. There
are also majority and minority leaders in the Senate. These
individuals are the political leaders of the country’s two
dominant political parties—the Democratic and the Re-
publican parties. These leaders work to promote and con-
trol legislation supported by their parties.

House of Representatives
A member of the U.S. House of Representatives must

be at least twenty-five years of age, a citizen of the
United States for at least seven years, and a resident of

the state he or she represents. Representatives are elected to two-year terms
and are chosen in November of even-numbered years.

As you read, look for:
• the two houses of the
national legislature,
• the powers of Congress,
• how a bill becomes law, and
• vocabulary terms: expressed
powers, implied powers, elastic
clause, bill, and veto.
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Figure 51
Georgia’s Congressional
Representatives (2003)

District 1 Jack Kingston (Republican)

District 2 Sanford Bishop (Democrat)

District 3 Jim Marshall (Democrat)

District 4 Denise Majette (Democrat)

District 5 John Lewis (Democrat)

District 6 Johnny Isakson (Republican)

District 7 John Linder (Republican)

District 8 Michael Collins (Republican)

District 9 Charles Norwood (Republican)

District 10 Nathan Deal (Republican)

District 11 Phil Gingrey (Republican)

District 12 Max Burns (Republican)

District 13 David Scott (Democrat)



Map 48
Georgia’s
Congressional
Districts

Map Skill: In which
Congressional district do
you live?

Each state’s population determines
the number of representatives it has
in the House of Representatives. The
more populated states have more
representatives. The Reapportion-
ment Act of 1929 set a limit of 435
members in the U.S. House of Repre-
sentatives. Every ten years, the 435
seats are reapportioned (divided)
among the states according to federal
census figures.

The political party that holds a
majority of seats in the House (218
or more) is said to “control the
House.” The Speaker of the House is
the leader of the House and is always
a member of the majority party. The
Speaker is responsible for the day-to-
day functions of the House. At the
beginning of each session of Congress, the two political parties select their
leaders. The controlling party selects the majority leader, who controls the leg-
islative agenda.

Based on its population in the 2000 census, Georgia has thirteen represen-
tatives. The state is divided into thirteen Congressional districts, and the vot-
ers of each district elect one member to the U.S. House of Representatives.

The Powers of Congress
The U.S. Constitution gives certain powers to Congress. These powers are

both expressed and implied. Expressed powers are those powers specifically
given to Congress in the U.S. Constitution. Implied powers are not specifi-
cally stated in the Constitution but are derived from Congress’s right to make
all laws necessary to carry out its expressed powers. This statement comes at
the end of Article I, Section 8 of the Constitution, which is known as the
elastic clause because it stretches the powers of Congress.
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Did You Know?Did You Know?

?
When the U.S. House of

Representatives was first
created, there was one
representative for every

30,000 people. If that propor-
tion were still being used, the
House would have more than

8,000 members today!



The Constitution gives each house of Con-
gress some powers not given to the other. The
House of Representatives has the power to
impeach; the power to try that impeached
official, however, rests with the Senate. All
bills to raise revenue must originate in the
House of Representatives. The Senate has the
sole power to ratify treaties and to confirm the
president’s selection of individuals to serve as
cabinet members or in other high-ranking
government positions.

How Congress Operates
The legislative work of Congress is accom-

plished primarily through committees. There
are four basic types of committees: standing
committees, select committees, conference
committees, and joint committees.

Standing committees monitor the work of fed-
eral agencies and departments that fall under
their areas. For example, the Department of Ag-
riculture falls under the Agriculture Commit-
tee. Committees also control the progress of
bills (proposed legislation). Committees can
send legislation under their jurisdiction to the
full House or Senate or they can kill the legis-
lation. The House of Representatives has
twenty-two standing committees, and the Sen-
ate has sixteen standing committees.

All members of Congress sit on several dif-
ferent committees. Their committee appoint-
ments are determined by their party’s
leadership and power, their personal interests,
and the special needs and interests of their
constituents (the voters they represent). For
example, Georgia has a large number of fed-
eral military bases and receives significant fed-
eral military dollars. Georgia’s congressional

representatives seek seats on the powerful armed services committees. Since
much of Georgia’s economy is based on agriculture and agribusiness, Georgia’s
delegates also seek appointments to the agriculture committees.

At any time, Congress can form select committees to deal with specific is-
sues, such as the Select Committee on Aging or the Select Committee on
Narcotics Abuse and Control. Select committees usually have a limited life.

A bill must pass both houses of Congress in identical form before it is sent
to the president. When the House and the Senate have approved different
versions of a bill, they are sent to a conference committee. The committee con-

Figure 52
Expressed Powers of Congress

The expressed powers of Congress include:

• Regulating commerce with foreign nations and among the
states

• Levying and collecting revenues or taxes

• Coining and issuing money

• Borrowing money on the credit of the United States

• Establishing bankruptcy rules

• Establishing the naturalization procedure for citizenship

• Establishing post offices and post roads (routes used for
the delivery of mail)

• Issuing copyrights and patents, which protect the rights of
authors and inventors

• Regulating weights and measures

• Establishing federal courts, defining and punishing piracy
on the high seas, and defining and punishing offenses against
the law of nations (to punish for treason)

• Punishing counterfeiters of federal money and securities

• Providing legislation for territories of the United States, such
as the District of Columbia, and providing for and maintaining
national parks, federal buildings, and other federally owned lands

• Declaring war and making rules for warfare and the opera-
tion of the armed services
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?Only a very small portion of

bills, about 71/2 percent,
actually become laws.

Most bills never make it
out of committee.

Did You Know?Did You Know?



Above: Congressional
committees often hold
hearings and ask people to
testify on an issue they are
investigating. Here, Lieuten-
ant Colonel Oliver North is
testifying at the Iran-Contra
hearings in 1987.

tains representatives of both bodies. Committee members work to
develop a compromise version of the bill that both the House and
the Senate can support. If both bodies of Congress adopt the com-
promise version, it is sent to the president to be approved or vetoed.
(To veto is to refuse to sign a bill.)

The fourth type of committee is the joint committee. Joint commit-
tees have members from both the House and the Senate and focus on
issues of national concern. However, they do not propose legislation.

In addition to these four committees, much of the work of Con-
gress is accomplished by subcommittees, which are smaller groups that
examine issues and draft bills. All of the different committees make
the work of Congress a complex, decentralized, and sometimes frag-
mented process.

Committees accomplish their work through two main activities—
hearings and investigations. These activities are a part of Congress’s
“oversight power,” meaning that hearings and investigations are used
to oversee the activities of the executive branch of government and
the federal bureaucracy.

How Laws Are Made
Bills can be introduced in either the House or the Senate; sometimes bills

are introduced at the same time in both bodies. A bill must be introduced or
sponsored by a member of the House or the Senate, and it may have more
than one sponsor.

A bill is given a number and a prefix—HR in the House and S in the Sen-
ate. Bills are then sent to committees for consideration. The Speaker of the
House or the presiding officer of the Senate decides which committees will
receive which bills. Typically, bills are then referred to subcommittees, which
investigate the issue, hold hearings, and hear evidence for and against a bill.
The subcommittees report back to the full committees, either recommend-
ing action on a bill or offering a revised version of a bill. At that point, the
committees either support the bill by allowing it “out of committee” or al-
low the bill to “die in committee.”

Bills that reach the floor of the House or the Senate are debated and dis-
cussed. If a bill is passed by one house of Congress, it is then sent to the other
house where it goes through the same procedures. If different versions of a bill
are approved by the two house of Congress, a conference committee receives
the two versions and works out a compromise. That compromise bill is sent
back to both houses and must be voted on again. If a bill passes the House and
the Senate in the same form, it is sent to the president who may sign or veto it.

If the president vetoes a bill, the bill is returned to Congress, along with
the reasons for vetoing it. A two-thirds vote by both houses of Congress is
required to override a presidential veto. If the president does not sign a bill
into law within ten days and if Congress is still in session, the bill becomes
law without the president’s signature. However, if Congress adjourns during
this ten-day period, the bill does not become a law and is dead. This type of
inaction is often called a pocket veto.

It’s Your TurnIt’s Your Turn

t
1. What are the basic

requirements to be
elected to Congress?

2. How often are the seats
in the U.S. House
of Representatives
reapportioned?

3. How many Congressional
districts does Georgia
have?
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