
US System of Government: 
 

! Guiding principal of the founders: power corrupts 
 

! System of divided government 
 

! Stalemate, gridlock and restrictions on one branch 
being too powerful are crucial ideas behind the system 

 
Holy Constitution 
 
Radical for its time: liberal, rationality based, non-monarchical 
power, non-statist (Lockean). 
 
Conservative:  worried about mankind’s selfishness, power-
seeking tendencies and the folly of mob rule (Hobbesian).  
 
The founders believed in the ability of a good constitution to 
control men’s passions.  
 
The Constitution emerged from the Constitutional 
Convention of 1787 in Philadelphia 
 - 29 delegates selected by state governors gathered 
 - James Madison is often called the “father of the   

constitution” 
- His writings, along with those of John Jay and 

Alexander Hamilton, were collected in the Federalist 
Papers 

- Jay, Madison and Hamilton are considered members 
of America’s “Founding Fathers”.  

 
The Constitution sets out the following: 

 
- Electoral system and terms of office 

 - Separation of powers 
 - System of checks and balances 
 - Bill of Rights (1st ten amendments) 



 - The 1st amendment: Freedom of religion, 
speech and press (this has been used to defend flag 
burning, pornography, gangsta Rap, controversial art 
works etc) 
- The 2nd amendment: “A well-regulated militia, 
being necessary to the security of a free State, the 
right of the people to keep and bear arms, shall not 
be infringed.” Often described as The Right to Bear 
Arms. This is debateable. 

- Constitutional amendment requires 2/3 majorities in 
both Houses of Congress and then 3/4 all state 
legislatures to pass the amendment by a majority 
vote. There is also an alternative path but it has not 
been attempted. 

- Famous failures: the ERA (Equal rights for Women) 
in the 1970s failed. Arguments about women in the 
army, fire fighting forces and other questionable 
tactics used. 

 
Congress: 
 
House of Representatives: 

- Currently 435 Representatives  
 
Also 5 Delegates (from Washington DC, the Virgin 
Islands, Guam, American Samoa, and the Northern 
Mariana Islands). Plus 1 Resident Commissioner 
from Puerto Rico. (These people are largely non-
voting members) 
 
-All terms are for two years apart from the Resident 
Commissioner who has a four year term. 
 
-Elected first Tuesday in November on EVEN years. 
Special elections if Reps die while in office, resign, 
or are expelled by the House 

 



- After 2008 elections the Democrats had the 
Majority in the House (Democrats 257, Republicans 
178). 
 
-After 2010 mid-term elections the Republicans had 
a majority in the House (Republicans 242; 
Democrats 193) 
 
After 2012 elections: Dems 201, GOP 234. 
(Democrats more overall votes) 
 
After 2014 mid-terms: GOP 245, Dems 188 
 
-GOP Majority in House from 1995-2007. 
Democrats largely in Majority from 1931-1995 (only 
breaks in power were 1947-49 and 1953-1955).  
 
-1994 significant breakthrough when Newt Gingrich 
led the Republicans to a victory with his Contract 
with America strategy. 

 
Positions within the House:  

-Most important is the Speaker (currently Republican 
John Boehner from Ohio). The Speaker is somewhat 
equivalent to the Australian Prime Minister in the 
parliament. 

 
-Second most important is the leader of the majority 
party (Republican: Eric Cantor – Virginia)  

 
-Minority leader Nancy Pelosi (California)  

 
-Next most important are the Committee Chairs and 
the Whips 

 
-With some periods of exception the House is the 
weaker body in the US Congress.  



 
-Voting not compulsory 
-First past the post voting system 
-Turn-outs in off-presidential year elections 
generally under 40% of eligible voters 
-You must be 25yrs old and a US citizen for 7yrs to 
be a Representative 
-number of representatives per state based on 
population (ie California has 53 representatives, 
Illinois 19,  and Alaska, Delaware, Montana, 
Wyoming, North Dakota and South Dakota have 1 
representative each (Same as electoral college vote 
of a state minus 2) 
-Every 10 years a redistribution occurs 
-Lack of independence in redistricting and election 
administration in general a real problem (TOO 
PARTISAN)  
-Gerrymanders named after Governor Gerry of 
Massachusetts 
 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:California_District_

38_2004.png 
 
Candidates choosing your votes – rather than votes 

choosing their candidates 
 
(Comment on Wikipedia entry on Gerrymander) 
 
-Texas redistribution a couple of years ago was 
temporarily halted when led to Democratic state 
Reps fled to Oklahoma to ensure lack of quorum in 
the State legislature 
 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:TX22_109.gif 
 
 
-Black majority districts 



http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:NC12_109.gif 
 
(Unintended consequences) 
 
-Constant campaigning, increasingly very expensive, 
but incumbents dominate, with most seats being 
SAFE. In 2000 98% of incumbents were re-elected. 
Average spending of incumbents was $630,000; 
usually of donated monies.  
 
-Most expensive races:  
California CD 27:  $9,755,614 
Representative James Rogan (R):  $5,729,108 
*Adam Schiff (D):  $4,026,506   

 
California CD 48:  $3,535,854 
*Darrell Issa (R):  $3,515,535 
Peter Kouvelis (D):  $20,319 

 
This race begs the obvious question? Why spend so 
much more money than your opponent? PRIMARY 
BATTLES and PERSONAL FORTUNE 
 
See: http://www.commoncause.org 

 
 
When does a term begin?  
“The Constitution mandates that a new Congress convene at 
noon on January 3 each odd numbered year unless it has earlier 
passed a law designating a different day. For example, the 109th 
convened on a different day (January 4, 2005); the 108th 
convened on January 7, 2003. The 104th through 106th 
Congresses convened on January 4, 1995, January 7, 1997, and 
January 6, 1999, respectively. The 107th Congress, however, 
convened on January 3, 2001. Although no officers have been 
elected when the House first convenes, some officers from the 
previous Congress perform certain functions.”  



-From US Congress Rules: 
http://www.rules.house.gov/archives/RL30725.pdf 
 
Swearing in 
 “After taking the oath, the Speaker administers the following 
oath of office to all Members of the House, en masse…Many 
have held a family bible or other scripture in their left hand, but 
there is no requirement that anything be held when the oath is 
taken. The same is true for Representatives who re-enact the 
event with their families and the Speaker in the Speaker’s office 
after the formal ceremony. Photographers are present, and many 
Members choose to hold something meaningful in their left 
hand. These objects have often been, but are not limited to, a 
family heirloom or something else of special significance; but to 
repeat, nothing is required. It is up to those being photographed 
to determine what, if anything, a Member holds in his/her left 
hand.” http://www.rules.house.gov/archives/RL30725.pdf 
 
In 2007 Representative Keith Ellison (D-Minn.) the first Muslim 
elected to Congress took the oath of office with Thomas 
Jefferson’s copy of the Koran in his left hand. 
 
Senate terms also begin and end on January 3 at noon.  
 
The Senate: 
 

-100 members, 2 from every state (to balance the 
power of larger states in the House of 
Representatives) 
-Originally elected by state Legislatures until 1913 
when the 17th amendment created a state wide vote 

  -Now by state wide, first past the post poll 
  -6 year terms 

- More powerful branch. Once was the traditional 
stepping stone to a road to the presidency However, 
more recently being a Governor before becoming 



president is more common. 2008 an exception to this 
trend! 
-Average expenditure by a Senate winner is 
US$6.4million dollars 
 

 Most expensive races: 
New York:  $59,331,415 
Representative Rick Lazio (R):  $33,052,282 
*Hillary Clinton (D):  $26,279,133 

 
New Jersey:  $58,060,299 
*Jon Corzine (D):  $54,019,360 
Representative Bob Franks (R):  $4,040,939 

  
-President of the Senate is the Vice-President; who 
only casts a vote if there is a 50-50 split in Senate 
voting 
 
-Candidates must be 30 years old and citizens for 9 
years 
 
-third of Senators up for re-election every two years 
- Senate after 2008 election: 56 Democrats, 1 
Independent, 1 Independent Democrat, 41 
Republicans, and one disputed seat (Norm Coleman 
and Al Franken) 
 
-Senate after 2010 elections: 51 Democrats; 47 
Republican, 1 Independent (Joe Lieberman – 
Connecticut)  
 
-Senate after the 2014 elections, 54 GOP, 44 
Democrats, 2 Independents (Bernie Sanders and 
Angus King, both caucus with the Democrats)  
 



-Senate Majority Leader is Majority Leader, Mitch 
McConnell Republican from Kentucky and the 
Minority Leader is Harry Reid Democrat from  

 
-President Pro Tempore – Orin Hatch, elected 1976, 
80 years old in 2015. 
 

The president pro tempore – “A constitutionally 
recognized officer of the Senate who presides over the 
chamber in the absence of the Vice President. The 
President Pro Tempore (or, ‘president for a time’) is 
elected by the Senate and is, by custom, the Senator of the 
majority party with the longest record of continuous 
service.”  

 
Third in line for the presidency in cases of death after V.P. 
and the Speaker of the House.” 4th Secretary of State, 5th 
Treasury Sec, 6th Defense Sec, 7th Attoney General. 

 
-Senator Byrd (with 50 plus years of service) passed 
the longest record of service in the US Senate - a 
record formally held by Senator Strom Thurmond 
who turned 100 years old in his last year in the US 
Senate. Thurmond served for 47 years, 5 months, 17 
days 

Careers in the Congress by longevity: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_members_of_the_United_S
tates_Congress_by_longevity_of_service 
 
 

-Appointments to the Senate after a death or early 
retirement are entirely up to State Governors (who 
tend to appoint replacements from their own party)  

 
Role of Senate  

-Confirm Cabinet members, Supreme Court and 
Federal Court judges 



In 1987 Supreme Court nominee Robert Bork was 
rejected by the Senate for being too right wing for 
their liking.  
-To maintain an ethnic balance, Bush appointed 
Clarence Thomas - an Afro-American - to replace the 
Afro-American Thurgood Marshall. During the 
Senate hearing leading to the vote of whether to 
accept him or not, an employee of Thomas’ Anita 
Hill, accused him of sexual harassment. This clouded 
the issue but he was eventually accepted by the 
Senate by 52 votes to 48. 
-Presidential Impeachment by House, simple 
majority required for impeachment, which happened 
to Clinton. Senate can dismiss but must have a 2/3 
majority vote.  
-In cases of a Senate trial of the president, the Chief 
Justice of the Supreme Court presides over the trial 
as something akin to a judge. 
-Congress can call for special investigations into the 
actions of the president 

 
Role of Congress set out in Article I, section 8, of US 
Constitution 

 
-Only Congress can set federal taxation rates or 
declare war. 

    -Only Congress can pass legislation 
-Only Congress can ratify foreign treaties 
-Only Congress can pass federal budgets (lengthy 
standoffs with President institutionalised in the 
system) 
-Congress can override a president’s veto with a 
2/3rds vote for a bill 

 
Congressional tactics. Use of the Filibuster to block voting 
on a bill. 

 



-The filibuster, which is named after the Dutch word 
for pirate, dates back to the 1850s. The record for the 
longest individual filibuster – 24 hours, 18 minutes –  
is held by the late South Carolina Sen. Strom 
Thurmond, who was opposing the Civil Rights Act 
of 1957 

 
 
60 Votes needed to legislate! 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Filibuster_in_the_United_States_Se
nate 
 
Role of President  
 
In Richard Neustadt’s classic on the American presidency – 
Presidential Power (1960) – the most famous sentence declared 
‘Presidential power is the power to persuade’ (p. 42).  
 
Events.  
 
Others have argued an “Imperial President” emerged during the 
Cold War. 
 
Powers:  
  - Enforces laws 
  - Proposes laws 
  - Commander and Chief of the US military 

- Negotiate and signs treaties, although the 
Congress passes them first 

- Must sign legislation to become law, although 
Congress passes the laws first. These bills can 
be vetoed by the President, in which case they 
can only become laws if the Congress passes 
them again by a 2/3 majority in both Houses 

- President can suggest legislation and can 
veto legislation, but the President cannot 
legislate, that is the role of Congress 



- The President nominates Ambassadors, Judges, 
Cabinet members, Dept Heads (the last two 
from all walks of life, no permanent executive 
opposition) 

- No one can be a member of 2 branches of 
government (ie a Senator and Secretary of 
State) 

- From “time to time” the President is expected 
to give a state of the union address. This has 
become a yearly event. 

- Impeachment and removal of President in 
Constitution for “Treason, Bribery, or other 
high crimes and misdemeanours.”  

- Proposes federal budget which needs to be 
passed by the Congress. Unlike Whitlam’s 
situation in 1975 no expectation to pass 
“money bills”.  

  - Grants pardons and commute prison sentences  
  - Recognise countries 
 

- Head of Armed Forces as Commander and 
Chief 

 
- Head of Federal Bureaucracy of over 2.8 

million workers 
 
Semi-Regal: always called President, (like ex-Senator and ex-
Ambassador) 
 
Character vs Organiser and Manager vs Policy Maker vs 
Communicator vs Emotional Intelligence vs Foreign Policy 
Leader 
 
In other words are you choosing: a regal figure, a national 
comforter, a military leader, a policy maker, a national manager, 
an organiser of elites, representative overseas of the nation, or 
an economic manager?  



 
Great Presidential Scholars: James Barber, Richard Neustadt, 
Fred Greenstein  
 
 
Personal Staff Growth: 
 
Washington; 1 (a cousin paid out of his personal pocket) 
Lincoln; 4 
FDR: started with 6 ended with 215 
Nixon: 632 (many employed to work on 
elections…WATERGATE) 
Clinton; 500 
 
Election of the President 
 

- 4 year terms, maximum of 2 terms (can be 
more than 8 years, however) 

- Electoral college system. Each state worth a 
number of Electoral   College votes (ie 
California worth 55 votes and Alaska 3 votes).  

- A candidate needs 270 to win or the election 
winner is decided by a vote in the House of 
Representatives. They need not choose the 
candidate with the largest vote, as was the case 
in 1824 when the more popular Andrew 
Jackson was not chosen. 

- Must be born in the USA (or on a US military 
base) or born abroad as child of two US 
citizens (examples of non-US born candidates - 
George Romney (1968) and John McCain). 

- VP must not be a registered voter in the same 
state as the President. 

- When Kennedy was killed no V.P. until after 
the 1964 election.  

 
Electoral College: 



http://www.fec.gov/elections.html 
http://abcnews.go.com/print?id=199823 
http://www.fec.gov/pdf/eleccoll.pdf 
 
Distribution of Electoral Votes 
Total Electoral Vote: 538 
Needed to Elect: 270  
 

 
Alabama 9 
Alaska 3 
Arizona 10 

Arkansas 6 
California 55 
Colorado 9 

Connecticut 7 
Delaware 3 

D.C. 3 
Florida 27 
Georgia 15 
Hawaii 4 
Idaho 4 

Illinois 21 
Indiana 11 

Iowa 7 
Kansas 6 

Kentucky 8 
Louisiana 9 

Maine 4 
Maryland 10 

Massachusetts 12 
Michigan 17 



Minnesota 10 
Mississippi 6 

Missouri 11 
Montana 3 
Nebraska 5 
Nevada 5 

New Hampshire 4 
New Jersey 15 

New Mexico 5 
New York 31 

North Carolina 15 
North Dakota 3 

Ohio 20 
Oklahoma 7 

Oregon 7 
Pennsylvania 21 
Rhode Island 4 

South Carolina 8 
South Dakota 3 

Tennessee 11 
Texas 34 
Utah 5 

Vermont 3 
Virginia 13 

Washington 11 
West Virginia 5 

Wisconsin 10 
Wyoming 3 

 


