Chapter 10-4 Personal and Political Backgrounds

Whatever else they may be, the 535 members of Congress are not a representative cross section of the American people. Rather, the “average” member is a white male in his early 50s. The median age of the members of the House is just over 56 and of the Senate, 61.

There are more women in Congress today than ever—70 in the House and 14 in the Senate—and they are moving into positions of leadership. Nancy Pelosi (D., California) is now the House Minority Leader; Deborah Pryce (R., Ohio) heads the GOP’s caucus in the House; and Maine’s two Republican senators, Susan Collins and Olympia Snowe, now chair committees in the upper house.

There are now 42 African Americans, 24 Hispanics, five Asian Americans, and one Native American in the House. One African American, two Hispanics, one Asian American, and one Native Hawaiian sit in the Senate. Representative David Wu (D., Oregon), first elected in 1998, is the first-ever Chinese American to sit in either house. Senator Barack Obama (D., Illinois), elected in 2004, is only the fifth African American ever elected to the Senate.

Nearly all members are married, a few are divorced, and they have, on the average, two children. Only a few members say they have no religious affiliation. Just about 60 percent are Protestants, 30 percent are Roman Catholics, and some 6 percent are Jewish.

Well over a third of the members of the House and well over half the senators are lawyers. Nearly all went to college. More than four out of five have a college degree and most, in fact, have advanced degrees.

Most senators and representatives were born in the States they represent. Only a handful were born outside the United States. Sprinkled among the members of Congress are several millionaires. A surprisingly large number of the men and women who sit in the House depend on their congressional salaries as their major source of income, however.

Most members of Congress have had considerable political experience. The average senator is serving a second term, and the typical representative has served four terms. Nearly a third of the senators once sat in the House. Several senators are former governors. A few senators have held Cabinet seats or other high posts in the executive branch of the Federal Government. The House has a large number of former State legislators and prosecuting attorneys among its members.

Again, Congress is not an accurate cross section of the nation’s population. Rather, it is made up of upper-middle-class Americans, who are, on the whole, quite able and hard-working people.

The Job

One leading commentary on American politics describes Congress and the job of a member of Congress this way:

Members of Congress play five major roles. They are most importantly (1) legislators and (2) representatives of their constituents. Beyond these roles, they are also (3) committee members, (4) servants of their constituents, and (5) politicians. You will take a close look at their lawmaking function in the next two chapters. Here, we consider their representative, committee member, and servant functions.

Representatives of the People

Senators and representatives are elected to represent people. But what does that really mean? They cast hundreds of votes during each session of Congress. Many of those votes involve quite routine, relatively unimportant matters; for example, a bill to designate a week in May as National Wild Flower Week. But many of those votes, including some on matters of organization and procedure, are cast on matters of far-reaching import.

So, no questions about the lawmaking branch can be more vital than these: How do the people’s representatives represent the people? On what basis do they cast their votes?

In broad terms, each lawmaker has four voting options. He or she can vote as a trustee, as a delegate, as a partisan, or as a politico.

Trustees believe that each question they face must be decided on its merits. Conscience and independent judgment are their guides. Trustees call issues as they see them, regardless of the views held by their constituents or by any of the other groups that seek to influence their decisions.

Delegates see themselves as the agents of those who elected them. They believe that they should vote the way they think “the folks back home” would want. They are willing to suppress their own views, ignore those of their party’s leaders, and turn a deaf ear to the arguments of colleagues and of special interests from outside their constituencies.

Those lawmakers who owe their first allegiance to their political party arepartisans. They feel duty-bound to vote in line with the party platform and the wishes of their party’s leaders. Most studies of legislators’ voting behavior show that partisanship is the leading factor influencing their votes on most important measures.

Politicos attempt to combine the basic elements of the trustee, delegate, and partisan roles. They try to balance these often conflicting factors: their own views of what is best for their constituents and/or the nation as a whole, the political facts of life, and the peculiar pressures of the moment.

Committee Members

In every session of Congress, proposed laws (bills) are referred to committees in each chamber. As committee members, senators and representatives must screen those proposals. They decide which will go on to floor consideration—that is, be considered and acted upon by the full membership of the House or Senate.

Another vital part of their committee work involves the oversight function. Oversight is the process by which Congress, through its committees, checks to see that the various agencies in the executive branch are working effectively and acting in line with the policies that Congress has set by law.

Servants

Members of the House and Senate also act as servants of their constituents. Most often, they do this as they (and, more particularly, their staff aides) try to help people who have various problems with the federal bureaucracy. Those problems may involve a Social Security benefit, a passport application, a small business loan, or any one of a thousand other issues.

Some of “the folks back home” believe that members of Congress are in Washington primarily to do favors for them. Most members are swamped with constituent requests from the moment they take office. The range of these requests is almost without limit—everything from help in securing a government contract or an appointment to a military academy, to asking for a free sightseeing tour of Washington or even a personal loan. Consider this job description offered only half-jokingly by a former representative:

Compensation

The Constitution says that members of Congress “shall receive a Compensation for their Services, to be ascertained by Law….”21 That is, the Constitution says that Congress fixes that “Compensation.”

Salary

Today, senators and representatives are paid a salary of $162,000 a year. A few members are paid somewhat more. The Speaker of the House makes $208,100 a year, the same salary that Congress has set for the Vice President. The Senate’s president pro tem and the majority and minority floor leaders in both houses receive $180,100 a year.

Nonsalary Compensation

Each member receives a number of “fringe benefits,” some of which are quite substantial. For example, each member has a special tax deduction, not available to any other federal income tax payer. That deduction is designed to help members who must maintain two residences, one in his or her home State and another in Washington.

Generous travel allowances offset the costs of several round trips each year between home and Washington. Members pay relatively small amounts for life and health insurance and for outpatient care by a medical staff on Capitol Hill; they can get full medical care, at very low rates, at any military hospital. They also have a generous retirement plan, to which they contribute. The plan pays a pension based on years of service in Congress, and longtime members can retire with an income of $150,000 or more a year. Members of Congress are also covered by Social Security’s retirement and medicare programs.

Members are also provided with offices in one of the several Senate and House office buildings near the Capitol and allowances for offices in their home State or district. Each member is given funds for hiring staff and for operation costs related to running those offices. The franking privilege is a well-known benefit that allows them to mail letters and other materials postage-free by substituting their facsimile signature (frank) for the postage.

Congress has also provided its members with the free printing—and through franking, the free distribution—of speeches, newsletters, and the like. Radio and television tapes can be produced at very low cost. Each member can choose among several fine restaurants in the Capitol. There are also two first-rate gymnasiums, with swimming pools, exercise rooms, and saunas. Members receive still more privileges, including such things as the help of the excellent services of the Library of Congress and free parking in spaces reserved for them at the Capitol and also at Washington’s major airports.22
The Politics of Pay

There are only two real limits on the level of congressional pay. One is the President’s veto power. The other and more potent limit is the fear of voter backlash, an angry reaction by constituents at the ballot box. That fear of election-day fallout has always made most members reluctant to vote to raise their own salaries.

Congress has often tried to skirt the troublesome and politically sensitive pay question. It has done so by providing for such fringe benefits as a special tax break, a liberal pension plan, more office and travel funds, and other perquisites, or “perks”—items of value that are much less apparent to “the folks back home.”

The debate over congressional pay is not likely to end soon—at least not as long as the current method of establishing salaries remains in effect. All sides of the issue present reasonable arguments. Clearly, decent salaries—pay in line with the responsibilities of the job—will not automatically bring the most able men and women to Congress, or to any other public office. But certainly, decent salaries can make public service much more appealing to qualified people.

Membership Privileges

Beyond the matter of their salaries and other compensation, members of Congress enjoy several privileges. The Constitution commands that senators and representatives “shall in all Cases, except Treason, Felony and Breach of the Peace, be privileged from Arrest during their Attendance at the Session of their respective Houses, and in going to and returning from the same….” —Article I, Section 6, Clause 1

The provision dates from English and colonial practice, when the king’s officers often harassed legislators on petty grounds. It has been of little importance in our national history, however.23
Another much more important privilege is set out in the same place in the Constitution. The Speech or Debate Clause of Article I, Section 6, Clause 1 declares “… for any Speech or Debate in either House, they shall not be questioned in any other Place.” The words “any other Place” refer particularly to the courts.

The privilege is intended to “throw a cloak of legislative immunity” around members of Congress. The clause protects representatives and senators from suits for libel or slander arising out of their official conduct. The Supreme Court has held that the immunity applies “to things generally done in a session of the House [or Senate] by one of its members in relation to the business before it.”24 The protection goes, then, beyond floor debate, to include work in committees and all other things generally done by members of Congress in relation to congressional business.

The important and necessary goal of this provision of the Constitution is to protect freedom of legislative debate. Clearly, members must not feel restrained in their vigorous discussion of the sometimes contentious issues of the day. However, this provision is not designed to give members unbridled freedom to attack others verbally or in writing. Thus, a member is not free to defame another person in a public speech, an article, a conversation, or otherwise.

