
U.S. Congress: Structure and Organization



History

-1787: the delegates at the 
Constitutional Convention 
agreed to the Great Compromise; 
created a bicameral legislature (2 
houses – the Senate and the 
House of Representatives) 

-House of Representatives: 
delegates allocated based on 
state population; gave states with 
larger populations more weight 
when voting on federal laws 

-Senate: each state has 2 delegates, 
regardless of population (smaller 
populated states still feel 
represented)

-Congressional powers are 
established in Article I of the 
U.S. Constitution 



U.S. House of Representatives

-Representation based on each state’s population → population is counted 
every 10 years by the U.S. Census → Census results may change how many 
delegates each state will lose or gain (this also changes Electoral College 
members)

The House will always have 435 delegates – this number never changes (this is 
a “fixed” total, so seats will shift, but the amount will always be 435 House 
members)



House Membership

-Each state is divided into one or more congressional district with one 
representative per district

-Boundaries are drawn so districts include roughly the same amount as 
constituents (citizens they represent)

-Apportionment or reapportionment: the number of representatives assigned to 
a state based upon its population

-Gerrymandering: drawing a district’s boundaries in an oddly-shaped manner 
to benefit one political party over another and increase voting strength



U.S. House of Representatives

-Serve 2-year terms

3 requirements:

-25 years or older

-Live in state they represent at the time of election

-U.S. citizen for at least 7 years before being elected



Redistricting Map After the 2020 Census 

(will impact the 2022 midterm elections)



Congressional Term Limit Debate

-Congress members be elected an unlimited number of times

-There are many Americans who support Congressional term limits



U.S. Senate3 requirements: 

-30 years or older

-At the time of the 
election, live in the state 
they represent (the one 
similarity to the House 
of Representatives)

-U.S. citizen for 9 years 
or more before being 
elected



Senate Terms

-6-year terms; unlimited terms

-Elections to the Senate are 
staggered over even years so 
that only about 1/3 of the 
Senate is up for reelection 
during any election

-Senators are elected “at large”, 
meaning they represent the 
whole state, not a district like 
the House of Representatives



Congressional Terms

-Each Congressional 
“term” lasts two years 
and is given a number 
(117th Congress is 
currently in session and 
began 3 January 2021 –
3 January 2023)

-Term in Congress – 2 
years; 2 sessions per 
term starting in 
January to November 
or December

-Can be called into special 
sessions by the 
president in times of 
crisis



Members of Congress are eligible to receive the same annual cost-of-living increase 
given to other federal employees if any; raise takes effect automatically on 1 January of 
each year unless Congress, through the passage of a joint resolution, votes to decline it, 
as Congress has done since 2009

Salary: 
$174,000 
(started as 
$6/day in 
1789, which is 
about $193 in 
2020)



Congressional Benefits
-Prior to 1984, no members of Congress (or any other federal civil service employee) 

paid out to Social Security

-Congress members receive retirement and health benefits under the same plans 
available to other federal employees

-Receive a budget for home state and Capitol staff members who gather information on 
new bills and issues, handle requests for help from voters, respond to the media and 
lobbyists, work on re-election campaigns, etc.

-Office space at the Capitol building

-Paid trips to their home state

-Franking privileges: ability to send work-related mail without postage 

-Congressional immunity: protection from suits of slander for speaking or debating on 
behalf of their constituents



-Congress has always been limited by the enumerated (listed) powers given to them in 
the U.S. Constitution – there are powers that states hold that the federal government 
does not (reserved powers)

-Checks and balances (the power of the veto, federal court rulings, etc.)

-However, Congress can expand their power through the interpretation of the 
“Necessary and Proper Clause” found in Article I, Section 8 of the Constitution

Congressional Limitations



-Expulsion: Article I, Section 5 of the Constitution allows a 2/3rds vote to remove a 
member from Congress; it’s the most severe punishment and usually given for 
corruption

-Since 1789, the Senate has expelled only 15 (14 were expelled during the Civil War for 
supporting the Confederacy) and the House only 5 (3 during the Civil War)

-Censure: documents deep disapproval of member misconduct that only requires a 
majority vote (we’ve only censured 9 Senators and 24 House members); result can be 
that they lose seniority and committee assignments, which diminishes their power 

-Reprimand: documents disapproval and was used interchangeably with censure before 
the late 1960s once an ethics committee was established and it was minimized as less 
than a censure


