
The public usually sees Congress in its grandest room: hundreds of lawmakers seated 
beneath bright lights while speeches are delivered, votes are announced, and cameras 
record the result. Much of the real struggle has already occurred elsewhere, inside 
committee rooms where proposed laws are examined, rewritten, delayed, weakened, 
strengthened, or quietly allowed to die. A congressional committee is a smaller group of 
representatives or senators assigned to study a particular part of government. That 
specialization is necessary because no lawmaker can personally master agriculture, 
banking, weapons systems, Medicare, aviation, immigration, taxation, artificial 
intelligence, federal courts, and foreign policy at the same time. Committees divide that 
enormous workload into manageable fields and give members time to develop 
knowledge. They also create concentrated power, because the people controlling a 
committee can decide which problems receive attention and which remain outside the 
room. Congress may vote in public, but committees often determine what Congress will 
be permitted to vote upon. 

Congress contains two chambers, meaning two separate lawmaking bodies. The House 
of Representatives has 435 voting representatives whose districts are based on 
population, while the Senate has 100 senators, two from each state. Every representative 
and senator is a member of Congress, although the word congressman is often used 
informally to mean a House member. Representative is the clearer term because it 
includes men and women without requiring a separate label. The two chambers have 
different committee systems because they have different constitutional responsibilities, 
sizes, traditions, and political rhythms. House committees tend to be larger and more 
tightly controlled by the majority party because the House itself is large and operates 
under strict debate rules. Senate committees are smaller, individual senators possess 
greater freedom, and several panels review presidential nominees or treaties because 
those powers belong specifically to the Senate. 

The Constitution does not list today’s committees by name. Each chamber creates them 
through its constitutional authority to determine its own rules, organize its work, 
investigate matters connected to legislation, and control federal spending. Early 
Congresses relied heavily on temporary panels assembled for individual problems, but 
the expanding nation eventually required permanent divisions of labor. By the nineteenth 
century, committees had become powerful centers of lawmaking, and by the twentieth 
century, reforms had consolidated dozens of overlapping panels into a more organized 
structure. The House now has twenty standing committees, while the Senate has sixteen 
standing committees, four permanent special or select committees, and participation in 
four joint committees. Those totals can change when Congress reorganizes itself, but the 
central system remains stable. Official congressional history has described committees 
as “little legislatures” because each one possesses its own membership, staff, rules, 
hearings, political struggles, and legislative decisions. 

A standing committee is a permanent committee whose basic jurisdiction continues from 
one Congress to the next. Jurisdiction means the official subject area over which the 



committee possesses authority. A select or special committee is generally created to 
study, investigate, or oversee a particular issue; some disappear after completing their 
work, while others have become functionally permanent. A joint committee contains both 
representatives and senators and usually studies issues or manages internal 
congressional responsibilities rather than sending ordinary legislation directly to either 
chamber. A subcommittee is a smaller division inside a larger committee, allowing 
members to concentrate on narrower subjects such as military personnel, highways, 
health care, or cybersecurity. A conference committee is a temporary negotiating group 
formed when the House and Senate pass different versions of the same bill and need one 
final version. The Committee of the Whole is different again: it is a House procedure in 
which all representatives meet as one large committee under rules that make debate and 
amendment easier, even though the members remain inside the House chamber. 

Jurisdiction is the map that directs a bill toward the proper committee. A proposal 
concerning federal income taxes ordinarily moves toward House Ways and Means, while 
one concerning criminal law may move toward Judiciary. Modern problems rarely remain 
within one boundary. A cybersecurity bill might involve Homeland Security, Judiciary, 
Armed Services, Energy and Commerce, Oversight, or Intelligence, depending on 
whether it addresses crime, war, infrastructure, surveillance, private companies, or 
federal management. A measure may therefore be referred to more than one committee, 
either simultaneously or in sequence. This is called multiple referral, and it can 
encourage expertise or create a territorial struggle. Committees guard their jurisdictions 
because jurisdiction brings staff, visibility, influence, campaign attention, relationships 
with industries, and authority over future legislation. 

Committee assignments are valuable political property. Members request panels that 
match their districts, experience, beliefs, or ambitions, but the parties largely control who 
receives each position. A representative from an agricultural district may seek 
Agriculture, someone representing a military installation may want Armed Services, and 
a member from a financial center may pursue Financial Services. Party steering 
organizations recommend assignments, and the full party conference or caucus 
approves them before the chamber formalizes the selections. The majority party receives 
more seats and appoints the chair, while the leading minority-party member is usually 
called the ranking member. The chair controls much of the agenda, schedules hearings, 
recognizes speakers, negotiates legislation, supervises staff, and decides which issues 
will receive sustained attention. Seniority—length of service—once nearly guaranteed 
chairmanships, but modern parties also consider loyalty, fundraising, policy ability, 
public communication, and relationships with party leaders. 

A committee chair cannot act without limits, yet those limits leave considerable room for 
judgment. Committee rules determine how much notice must precede a meeting, how 
witnesses are chosen, when amendments may be offered, and how members question 
witnesses. The majority usually controls the timetable and possesses more votes, but 
the minority receives staff, questioning time, access to records, and opportunities to 
publish opposing views. Some committees develop bipartisan working relationships 



because their subjects encourage continuity; others become intensely partisan when 
investigations threaten a president, party leader, powerful industry, or major ideological 
commitment. The ranking member may negotiate quietly with the chair or challenge the 
entire proceeding in public. Their relationship can determine whether a committee 
produces durable legislation or a series of competing press conferences. A strong chair 
knows when to use power, when to share it, and when an appearance of fairness is 
necessary for the committee’s conclusions to survive beyond one party’s control. 

Behind every member stands a professional staff. Committee staff may include lawyers, 
economists, investigators, scientists, national-security specialists, accountants, 
communications personnel, legislative drafters, and experts in the agencies being 
supervised. A committee counsel is an attorney who advises the panel on law, 
procedure, subpoenas, investigations, and the wording of legislation. Professional staff 
members may spend years learning one narrow policy area while elected members rotate 
in and out. They read agency reports, examine budgets, interview witnesses, negotiate 
with executive-branch officials, write questions, prepare briefing books, and identify 
weaknesses hidden inside technical language. Minority-party staff conduct parallel work 
and often produce their own findings. The quality of a hearing may therefore depend as 
much on a staff investigator who spent six months tracing documents as on the 
lawmaker who asks the final televised question. 

A bill’s committee journey begins after it is introduced and referred according to its main 
subject. Referral does not guarantee action. The chair may send it to a subcommittee, 
hold it at the full committee level, negotiate changes privately, combine it with another 
measure, or do nothing at all. Bills that receive no hearing or vote are often said to have 
“died in committee,” although no formal declaration of death is required. In practice, 
inaction is one of the strongest powers in Congress because it avoids the political cost 
of an open rejection. A chair can protect members from voting on a dangerous issue 
simply by never scheduling it. This gatekeeping power—the ability to control what 
passes through an institutional gate—explains why committee leadership matters even 
when the chair rarely appears on national television. 

A hearing is a committee meeting designed to gather information rather than make a final 
floor decision. Legislative hearings examine proposed laws; oversight hearings evaluate 
how existing laws and agencies are functioning; investigative hearings examine possible 
wrongdoing; and Senate confirmation hearings evaluate presidential nominees. 
Witnesses may include cabinet secretaries, military officers, scientists, professors, 
company executives, union representatives, activists, state officials, victims, 
whistleblowers, or ordinary citizens with direct experience. Written testimony is 
commonly submitted in advance, allowing staff members to study the claims before 
questioning begins. Members usually receive limited periods to ask questions, which is 
why a five-minute exchange can feel hurried or theatrical. A serious questioner builds a 
sequence in which each answer establishes the foundation for the next. A weak 
questioner spends the time delivering a speech, asking several questions at once, or 
chasing a viral moment without obtaining usable information. 



Committee investigations can reach beyond voluntary testimony. Depending on chamber 
rules and delegated authority, a committee or chair may issue a subpoena, a legally 
enforceable demand for testimony or documents. A witness who refuses may face a 
contempt proceeding, although congressional contempt is more complicated than 
television suggests. Congress may refer criminal contempt to the executive branch for 
prosecution, pursue enforcement through a civil lawsuit, or rely on its rarely used 
inherent authority to protect institutional power. Claims of executive privilege, 
attorney-client privilege, national security, constitutional rights, and separation of powers 
can produce years of litigation. Committees can administer oaths, and knowingly lying 
under oath may create criminal exposure, but false statements can also be unlawful even 
when no oath was administered. A subpoena is therefore a powerful investigative 
instrument, not a magic command that instantly forces compliance. 

After gathering information, a committee may conduct a markup. Markup is the meeting 
where members debate, amend, and vote on the actual wording of legislation. The name 
comes from the older practice of physically marking proposed changes onto a printed 
bill. An amendment may add language, remove a section, replace the entire text, change 
funding, narrow eligibility, create an exception, or attach a politically unrelated provision. 
A manager’s amendment is a package of agreed-upon corrections or negotiated changes 
offered by the member managing the bill. Members may force recorded votes on 
controversial amendments to change the law or place opponents on the political record. 
Once debate concludes, the committee votes on whether to report the bill, meaning send 
it to the full chamber with a recommendation. A favorable report does not pass the law; it 
tells the House or Senate that the committee has completed its work and recommends 
further consideration. 

The committee report becomes part of the bill’s legislative history. It normally explains 
the purpose of the measure, the problem it addresses, changes to existing law, estimated 
costs, committee votes, and the reasoning offered by the majority. Minority, additional, or 
dissenting views may be included so disagreement is preserved rather than erased. 
These reports can later help agencies, courts, journalists, lawyers, and citizens 
understand what lawmakers believed they were enacting, although statutory language 
remains more authoritative than a committee’s explanation. Once reported, the bill must 
still obtain floor time, survive further amendments, pass its chamber, and complete the 
other chamber’s process. In the House, the Rules Committee may determine how long 
the bill will be debated and which amendments will be allowed. In the Senate, leadership 
negotiations, unanimous-consent agreements, holds, and the possibility of a filibuster 
influence whether reported legislation reaches a final vote. 

A committee cannot always bury a proposal without resistance. In the House, a 
discharge petition can remove a bill from committee if a majority of the entire House 
signs it after procedural requirements have been satisfied. Members of the majority party 
are often reluctant to sign because doing so publicly defies their own leadership and 
committee chair. Successful discharge efforts are therefore uncommon, but the 
possibility can pressure leaders to act. The Senate relies less on this exact mechanism 



because its referral and floor practices differ. Leadership can also bypass ordinary 
routes through special procedures, unanimous consent, or legislation drafted directly at 
the leadership level. These alternatives reveal a basic truth: committees are central, but 
party leaders can sometimes overpower them when an issue becomes urgent enough. 

When the House and Senate pass different versions, the Constitution does not allow the 
president to combine them. Both chambers must approve exactly the same text. 
Sometimes one chamber accepts the other’s version, while in other situations leaders 
exchange amendments between the chambers. A conference committee may be 
appointed to negotiate a compromise. Its members, called conferees, usually come from 
the committees that handled the legislation, although leadership influences their 
selection. The resulting conference report cannot ordinarily be amended piece by piece; 
each chamber accepts or rejects the negotiated package. Conference bargaining can 
settle difficult disagreements, but it can also move decisive negotiations away from 
public view. Modern congressional leaders sometimes avoid formal conferences and 
negotiate large bills privately, reducing the influence of ordinary committee members. 

Oversight gives committees a life extending far beyond the passage of bills. 
Congressional oversight is the review, monitoring, and supervision of federal agencies, 
programs, spending, and executive conduct. A committee may ask whether an agency 
followed the law, wasted money, discriminated, concealed information, failed to enforce 
safety rules, or exceeded its authority. Oversight can lead to new legislation, reduced 
funding, dismissals, criminal referrals, administrative reform, or public understanding. It 
can also become partisan theater in which the conclusion is decided before evidence is 
collected. The distinction often appears in the preparation: serious oversight develops a 
documented record, invites relevant witnesses, tests friendly and hostile claims, and 
produces recommendations that can actually be implemented. Theatrical oversight 
selects fragments for emotional effect and abandons the subject after the cameras leave. 

Money moves through several committees whose roles are easy to confuse. An 
authorization creates, continues, or revises a federal program and may establish how 
much Congress believes should be spent. An appropriation provides the legal budget 
authority that permits federal money to be obligated and spent. A program can be 
authorized without receiving sufficient appropriations, meaning Congress approved the 
idea but did not fully finance it. The Budget Committees develop an overall fiscal 
framework through a budget resolution, which establishes broad targets for spending, 
revenue, deficits, and debt but does not itself send a normal law to the president. The 
Appropriations Committees divide discretionary federal funding among agencies and 
programs through annual spending measures. Ways and Means in the House and 
Finance in the Senate handle major revenue programs, including taxes, making them 
different from the committees that distribute annual discretionary spending. 

Lobbyists understand this division of power extremely well. Rather than trying to 
persuade all 535 lawmakers, an industry may concentrate on the members and staff of 
the few subcommittees controlling its regulation, funding, or tax treatment. A lobbyist is 



a person paid to influence government decisions on behalf of a client, organization, 
industry, union, cause, or public-interest group. Lobbying may involve supplying 
research, proposing legislative language, arranging meetings, preparing witnesses, 
explaining technical consequences, or mobilizing constituents. None of that is 
automatically corrupt; lawmakers genuinely need outside knowledge. The danger 
appears when wealthy interests possess continuous access, specialized personnel, 
campaign resources, and drafted language while affected citizens discover the proposal 
only after it has advanced. Committees can turn concentrated private influence into 
public law unless competing voices, financial disclosures, journalism, and public 
attention expose what is occurring. 

The House Committee on Agriculture covers far more than farming. Its jurisdiction 
reaches farm programs, crop insurance, nutrition assistance, commodity markets, rural 
development, agricultural research, conservation, forestry-related matters, and oversight 
of parts of the Department of Agriculture. Commodity markets are systems in which 
products such as wheat, corn, cotton, or livestock are traded, sometimes through futures 
contracts that set prices for later delivery. Agriculture legislation can affect food prices, 
hunger, rural credit, land use, and international trade. The Committee on Natural 
Resources works beside it but concentrates on federal lands, minerals, water, wildlife, 
fisheries, Native American and Alaska Native affairs, and United States territories. Their 
jurisdictions sometimes meet where grazing, forestry, water, conservation, or tribal land 
is involved. These committees demonstrate why a subject that sounds rural can shape 
urban grocery bills, energy production, environmental protection, and national 
sovereignty. 

House Appropriations controls annual discretionary funding through specialized 
subcommittees covering areas such as defense, transportation, agriculture, and health. 
The House Budget Committee establishes the larger fiscal plan and may develop 
reconciliation instructions, directions allowing designated committees to change 
spending or revenue in ways that can receive special treatment in the Senate. 
Reconciliation is powerful because qualifying legislation may avoid a Senate filibuster, 
but its contents must remain connected to federal spending or revenue under Senate 
rules. Ways and Means handles taxation, tariffs, trade agreements, Social Security, parts 
of Medicare, unemployment-related programs, and portions of family assistance policy. It 
is the House’s oldest standing committee and one of its most desired assignments 
because nearly every national policy eventually encounters the tax code. Together, these 
three panels answer different questions: What is the national fiscal plan, where will 
annual discretionary money go, and how will major revenue and benefit systems 
operate? Confusing them makes congressional budget fights appear far more 
mysterious than they are. 

House Armed Services develops defense policy and authorizes military programs, 
personnel systems, weapons, installations, and national-security activities through 
legislation including the annual National Defense Authorization Act. Authorization does 
not itself supply every dollar; the Defense Subcommittee of Appropriations handles the 



corresponding annual funding. Homeland Security oversees the Department of 
Homeland Security and matters including border security, cybersecurity, emergency 
management, transportation security, and counterterrorism. Veterans’ Affairs supervises 
the Department of Veterans Affairs and legislation involving veterans’ health care, 
disability compensation, education, housing, employment, memorials, and appeals. 
These panels may all discuss people who served in uniform, but their responsibilities 
occur at different stages. Armed Services largely concerns the military institution and 
active national defense, while Veterans’ Affairs focuses on obligations owed after or 
because of service. Homeland Security addresses protection of the civilian homeland, 
although intelligence and defense subjects can overlap. 

Education and Workforce covers elementary and secondary education, higher education, 
job training, labor relations, workplace protections, pensions, and employment 
standards. Its name has changed repeatedly as party majorities have emphasized 
“labor,” “workforce,” or other terms, showing that committee names themselves can 
carry political meaning. Energy and Commerce possesses one of the broadest House 
jurisdictions, reaching public health, the Food and Drug Administration, 
telecommunications, energy, consumer protection, environmental matters, 
manufacturing, and interstate commerce. Interstate commerce means economic activity 
crossing state boundaries, a constitutional foundation supporting a vast amount of 
federal regulation. Because modern life is filled with products, communications 
networks, health systems, and energy markets, this committee can touch nearly every 
household. Its hearings may involve prescription drugs one week, internet regulation the 
next, and power-grid reliability after that. Broad jurisdiction gives the panel enormous 
importance and creates continuous pressure from corporations, advocacy organizations, 
medical groups, and consumer interests. 

Financial Services handles banks, credit, securities markets, housing finance, 
insurance-related federal issues, international financial institutions, monetary policy, and 
oversight of institutions such as the Federal Reserve and Securities and Exchange 
Commission. Monetary policy concerns the management of interest rates and the supply 
of money to influence employment, prices, credit, and economic activity. Small Business 
examines federal contracting, entrepreneurship, access to capital, regulatory burdens, 
disaster assistance, and the Small Business Administration. A company may be called 
small under federal rules even when it employs many people because size standards 
differ by industry. Financial Services examines the architecture of the financial system, 
while Small Business asks whether smaller firms can obtain credit, compete for 
contracts, survive regulation, and recover from disasters. Their work reveals that 
“business policy” is not a single subject. Rules written for a multinational bank can 
overwhelm a neighborhood lender, while a program created for small firms can be 
exploited by businesses that only technically meet the definition. 

Foreign Affairs oversees the State Department, foreign assistance, diplomatic policy, 
international organizations, sanctions, arms-control matters, and many aspects of the 
nation’s relations abroad. It can authorize programs and conduct oversight, but the 



Senate Foreign Relations Committee has separate constitutional authority over treaties 
and many diplomatic nominations. House Judiciary covers federal courts, criminal law, 
constitutional questions, immigration law, antitrust, intellectual property, civil liberties, 
and impeachment matters. Antitrust law is the body of law intended to prevent 
monopolistic conduct and protect competition. Judiciary frequently becomes a 
battleground because disputes over presidential power, voting, surveillance, abortion, 
firearms, immigration, technology, and civil rights can all acquire constitutional or legal 
dimensions. It is also usually the committee that considers articles of impeachment 
against presidents or other civil officers. An impeachment committee does not determine 
final removal: the House decides whether to impeach, and the Senate conducts the trial. 

Oversight and Government Reform possesses broad authority to investigate federal 
administration, government efficiency, records, procurement, executive conduct, and 
subjects crossing the jurisdiction of other panels. It is sometimes called the House’s 
principal investigative committee because it can examine problems throughout the 
executive branch. Ethics, formally the Committee on Ethics, examines alleged 
misconduct by House members, officers, and employees and administers standards 
concerning gifts, travel, financial disclosure, conflicts of interest, and official behavior. 
Its membership is divided equally between the parties, an unusual structure intended to 
prevent either side from controlling member discipline alone. Ethics work is difficult 
because members are judging colleagues with whom they vote, negotiate, and serve. 
Excessive partisanship can turn ethics into retaliation, while excessive collegiality can 
protect misconduct. A credible ethics system therefore requires documented standards, 
consistent procedures, and the willingness to discipline powerful members of one’s own 
party. 

The Rules Committee is one of the strongest institutions in the House despite having a 
name that sounds administrative. For major legislation, it recommends a special rule 
governing floor consideration: how long debate will last, whether amendments are 
allowed, which amendments qualify, and whether points of order are waived. An open 
rule permits a broad range of amendments, a closed rule permits none, and a structured 
rule allows only selected amendments. Controlling amendment opportunities can 
determine the outcome before floor debate begins. House Administration handles the 
institution itself, including elections-related administration, House operations, 
congressional offices, records, security-related functions, and oversight of support 
agencies. Rules shapes how the House debates; House Administration helps the House 
function. Neither should be mistaken for the Ethics Committee, which judges conduct, or 
the Oversight Committee, which investigates government operations. 

Science, Space, and Technology covers nonmilitary federal research, space exploration, 
scientific agencies, energy research, environmental research, technological 
development, and agencies such as NASA. It may examine subjects whose immediate 
political value is unclear but whose long-term importance is enormous. Transportation 
and Infrastructure handles highways, transit, railroads, aviation, ports, waterways, 
pipelines, public buildings, economic development, and important parts of emergency 



management and environmental infrastructure. Bridges and airports may look like local 
projects, but national standards, federal grants, interstate movement, and economic 
networks make them congressional concerns. The committee’s legislation can determine 
which communities are connected, which neighborhoods are divided, and which regions 
receive investment. Infrastructure policy therefore concerns power and opportunity as 
much as concrete and steel. These two panels complete the twenty House standing 
committees, each governing a different portion of national life. The official House 
committee roster provides the institutional list, while memberships and subcommittees 
change from Congress to Congress. 

The Senate’s committees often resemble House panels, but matching names do not 
make them interchangeable. A bill must normally survive the procedures of both 
chambers, and each chamber may divide jurisdiction differently. The Senate Committee 
on Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry handles farm policy, food assistance, 
commodities, rural matters, and forestry. Senate Appropriations writes the Senate 
versions of annual spending bills, while Senate Armed Services writes defense 
authorization legislation and examines military nominations and policy. Banking, 
Housing, and Urban Affairs oversees banking, housing, financial markets, urban 
development, and agencies including the Federal Reserve and Securities and Exchange 
Commission. That last panel broadly corresponds to House Financial Services, though 
jurisdictional details differ. When the chambers disagree, those differences must be 
negotiated rather than solved by assuming one committee outranks the other. 

The Senate Budget Committee develops the chamber’s budget plan and handles 
budget-process legislation. Commerce, Science, and Transportation covers interstate 
commerce, communications, aviation, oceans, consumer matters, transportation, 
technology, and scientific policy, combining subjects divided among several House 
panels. Energy and Natural Resources handles national energy policy, public lands, 
mineral resources, territories, and related federal agencies. Environment and Public 
Works addresses air and water pollution, environmental protection, highways, public 
buildings, and infrastructure. Energy policy and environmental policy frequently overlap 
because the way the nation produces power affects land, air, water, prices, and national 
security. Overlapping jurisdiction can force cooperation, but it also encourages 
committees to defend institutional territory. A proposal’s primary wording may be 
designed partly to ensure referral to the committee its sponsors prefer. 

Senate Finance is the Senate counterpart closest to House Ways and Means. It handles 
taxes, tariffs, trade, Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid, and other major health and 
income-security programs. Foreign Relations considers diplomatic policy, foreign 
assistance, treaties, and nominations for ambassadors and senior State Department 
positions. Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions—usually called HELP—covers public 
health, biomedical research, education, labor, workplace policy, and pensions, although 
major health financing programs remain under Finance. Homeland Security and 
Governmental Affairs combines homeland-security oversight with government 
operations, federal personnel, procurement, the postal system, and major investigations. 

https://www.house.gov/committees
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This arrangement explains why a health bill may go to HELP, Finance, or both. The 
medical substance of a policy and the method used to pay for it may belong to different 
committees. 

Senate Judiciary handles federal courts, constitutional law, criminal justice, immigration, 
intellectual property, antitrust, and nominations to the federal judiciary and Department 
of Justice. Supreme Court confirmation hearings occur there, giving its members a 
visible role in shaping constitutional law for generations. Rules and Administration 
oversees Senate procedure, federal elections, campaign practices, and much of the 
institution’s internal operation. Small Business and Entrepreneurship examines the Small 
Business Administration, federal contracting, financing, and conditions affecting smaller 
enterprises. Veterans’ Affairs governs programs and benefits serving former military 
personnel. These complete the Senate’s sixteen standing committees. The Senate’s 
official description emphasizes that only a small percentage of measures considered by 
committees ever reach the floor, which demonstrates how much power exists in 
selection rather than final voting. The Senate’s explanation of its committee system 
separates the sixteen standing committees from its special, select, and joint panels. 

Four Senate panels sit outside the ordinary standing-committee category but continue 
from Congress to Congress. The Special Committee on Aging studies problems affecting 
older Americans, including retirement security, health care, fraud, housing, and 
long-term care; it generally emphasizes investigation and recommendations rather than 
serving as the primary route for most legislation. The Select Committee on Ethics 
administers standards and investigates alleged misconduct by senators and staff. The 
Committee on Indian Affairs handles legislation and oversight concerning federally 
recognized tribes, trust responsibilities, Native lands, health, education, economic 
development, and the government-to-government relationship between tribal nations and 
the United States. The Select Committee on Intelligence oversees intelligence agencies, 
classified programs, surveillance authorities, covert activities, budgets, and 
national-security threats. Intelligence oversight often occurs partly behind closed doors 
because public disclosure could expose sources, operations, or capabilities. Secrecy 
may protect the country, but it also makes strong congressional supervision essential 
because ordinary public scrutiny cannot operate fully. 

The House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence performs a related function in 
the House. The word permanentmatters because most select committees are temporary, 
while the intelligence panel continues as a stable part of congressional oversight. 
Congress may also create temporary House select committees to investigate an event or 
study a major challenge. The Select Committee to Investigate the January 6th Attack, 
chaired by Bennie Thompson, expired after completing its work, while a later select 
committee concerning strategic competition with the Chinese Communist Party was 
renewed for additional congressional service. Temporary committees cannot be listed as 
timeless institutions because each new Congress may create, renew, alter, or end them. 
Their authority comes from the resolution establishing them, which determines their 
membership, purpose, investigative powers, funding, and ability to recommend 
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legislation. A select committee may become historically important even if it never writes 
an ordinary bill. 

The four standing joint committees bring both chambers together for specialized 
purposes. The Joint Economic Committee studies economic conditions and helps 
Congress evaluate employment, production, prices, growth, and federal economic policy. 
The Joint Committee on Taxation supplies expert tax analysis, revenue estimates, and 
technical assistance, making its staff extraordinarily influential even though the 
committee does not function like House Ways and Means or Senate Finance. The Joint 
Committee on the Library oversees matters involving the Library of Congress and certain 
congressional art, buildings, and historical responsibilities. The Joint Committee on 
Printing supervises government printing and publication matters, including policies 
affecting the Government Publishing Office. Joint committees generally study, analyze, 
or administer rather than independently sending ordinary legislation to the president. 
Their quieter work reminds us that Congress must maintain its own information, records, 
history, and technical capacity if it is to supervise the executive branch intelligently. 

The committee system has produced lawmakers whose command of procedure became 
a form of national leadership. During the Civil War, Thaddeus Stevens chaired House 
Ways and Means, which then carried both revenue and spending responsibilities, and 
later became the first chair of the newly separated Appropriations Committee. Stevens 
used fiscal authority, legislative strategy, and his position among the Radical 
Republicans to support the Union war effort and press for emancipation, Reconstruction, 
and legal equality for formerly enslaved people. His power did not arise only from 
delivering fierce speeches. He understood how to move money, shape legislation, 
negotiate within his party, and connect committee authority to a larger moral purpose. 
This is one meaning of committee excellence: mastering the institution well enough to 
turn principles into enforceable law. A passionate belief without procedural skill may 
inspire people, but it can still lose every vote. 

Adam Clayton Powell Jr. demonstrated both the productive and self-destructive 
possibilities of chairmanship. As chair of House Education and Labor from 1961 through 
1966, his committee approved more than fifty measures involving the minimum wage, 
school lunches, vocational training, student loans, public libraries, education for deaf 
students, and federal aid to elementary, secondary, and higher education. Powell pushed 
legislation through a Congress where racial discrimination remained embedded within 
the institution itself. His record helped build essential parts of the Great Society and 
expanded the federal role in education and labor protection. Yet allegations involving 
financial misconduct, misuse of committee resources, absenteeism, and defiance of 
House authority damaged his standing. House Democrats removed him from his 
chairmanship, and the House excluded him from the 90th Congress in 1967, although the 
Supreme Court later ruled that the House could not exclude a duly elected member who 
met the Constitution’s qualifications. Powell’s story cannot honestly be reduced to either 
heroic legislation or personal misconduct; both shaped his legacy. 



Gus Hawkins later carried the Education and Labor gavel with a quieter style and a long 
commitment to workers, schools, and civil rights. Parren Mitchell used the Small 
Business Committee to challenge the exclusion of Black-owned firms from federal 
contracts and access to capital. Mickey Leland chaired the Select Committee on Hunger 
and treated hunger as a national and international policy failure rather than an 
unfortunate condition to be pitied from a distance. He died in a 1989 plane crash in 
Ethiopia while traveling on a humanitarian mission connected to that work. Ron Dellums, 
who eventually chaired House Armed Services, brought an antiwar and anti-apartheid 
voice into a committee traditionally associated with military expansion. Louis Stokes led 
important intelligence and ethics work and chaired the House investigation examining 
the assassinations of President John F. Kennedy and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Their 
careers show that gaining a seat at the committee table was never merely symbolic; it 
allowed Black lawmakers to redirect federal attention, contracts, investigations, and 
public language toward communities Congress had long neglected. 

House Judiciary displayed another kind of excellence during the Watergate crisis. Chair 
Peter Rodino was not nationally famous when the investigation of President Richard 
Nixon reached his committee, but he organized a careful process, employed capable 
staff, protected the seriousness of the evidence, and sought legitimacy beyond his own 
party. Barbara Jordan, a first-term Black congresswoman from Texas, became one of the 
inquiry’s clearest constitutional voices. She explained that impeachment was not simply 
a weapon against a disliked president; it was a constitutional remedy for grave abuses 
threatening the republic. Her authority came from disciplined reasoning, deliberate 
language, and awareness that the Constitution’s opening promise had not originally 
included people like her. The Judiciary Committee approved articles of impeachment, but 
Nixon resigned before the full House voted on them. The episode demonstrated that 
institutional restraint can be more powerful than shouting when the evidence is already 
severe. 

The Senate Watergate Committee supplied an equally important model. Chair Sam Ervin, 
a North Carolina Democrat, and ranking Republican Howard Baker helped develop a 
public investigation into the Nixon administration’s conduct after the Watergate break-in. 
Baker’s famous central inquiry—seeking what the president knew and when he knew 
it—reduced a sprawling scandal to questions of knowledge, participation, and 
responsibility. The hearings educated the nation because staff preparation, witness 
testimony, documents, and televised questioning accumulated into a record. Yet Ervin’s 
legacy also contains a deep contradiction: the constitutional language he used against 
executive abuse did not erase his earlier opposition to major civil-rights legislation. 
Committee skill and moral consistency are not automatically the same. A lawmaker may 
defend constitutional limits in one setting while resisting equality in another. 

Frank Church’s 1975–1976 Senate investigation of intelligence agencies revealed 
surveillance, disruption, assassination-related planning, and other abuses associated 
with the CIA, FBI, National Security Agency, and executive power. The Church Committee 
showed why secret agencies require legislative supervision even when presidents claim 



that national security demands silence. Its work contributed to permanent intelligence 
committees and new safeguards governing surveillance and covert activities. Daniel 
Inouye later brought a calm, methodical presence to the Senate’s Iran-Contra 
investigation, where secret arms sales and the diversion of funds raised another 
generation of questions about executive power. These inquiries were not perfect, and 
some reforms later weakened or changed. Their lasting value came from establishing 
that secrecy does not place government beyond constitutional accountability. The 
Senate’s history of major investigations shows how temporary committees can 
permanently reshape oversight. 

Elijah Cummings represented a modern ideal of forceful oversight joined to visible 
humanity. From his work on the House Oversight Committee, he examined 
prescription-drug prices, government records, family separation, voting, the foreclosure 
crisis, and executive conduct. When he became chair in 2019, he inherited a committee 
operating inside extreme partisan division. His strongest moments did not depend on 
pretending those divisions were absent. He insisted that government should be judged 
by how it treated people with the least institutional protection and repeatedly connected 
administrative decisions to actual human consequences. That approach made oversight 
more than a search for embarrassing documents. It became an examination of whether 
public power was serving its stated purpose. 

Women fought for generations to enter committees that party leaders had treated as male 
territory. Barbara Mikulski eventually became the first woman to chair the Senate 
Appropriations Committee, placing a woman at the center of federal spending decisions 
after decades in which women were steered toward supposedly softer assignments. 
Maxine Waters became the first woman and first Black member to chair House Financial 
Services, bringing long experience with housing, banking, consumer protection, and 
economic inequality. Eddie Bernice Johnson chaired Science, Space, and Technology 
after entering Congress with professional experience as a psychiatric nurse, 
demonstrating that scientific policy benefits from more than one kind of expertise. Their 
chairmanships did not make committee politics automatically fair, and no chair should be 
protected from criticism by identity. Their significance lies in possessing institutional 
authority that earlier generations of women and Black lawmakers were routinely denied. 
Representation matters most when it changes who can schedule the hearing, hire the 
staff, define the problem, and place legislation before the chamber. 

Committee power has also been used to preserve injustice. Senator James Eastland of 
Mississippi chaired Judiciary for many years while defending segregation and controlling 
a major gate through which civil-rights measures and judicial nominations had to pass. 
Representative Howard W. Smith of Virginia used the House Rules Committee as a 
barrier against civil-rights legislation until leadership and public pressure weakened his 
control. Senator Richard Russell of Georgia combined command of Armed Services with 
enormous influence over appropriations and Senate procedure while remaining a leading 
defender of racial segregation. These men were procedurally skilled, but procedural skill 
serving racial domination is not excellence. Their careers explain why civil-rights 
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campaigns had to change committee composition, pressure party leaders, use discharge 
strategies, and create public consequences for obstruction. A bill supported by much of 
the country could remain trapped if one powerful chair controlled the gate. 

Joseph McCarthy displayed committee authority at its most abusive. As chair of the 
Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations in the early 1950s, he used 
allegations of communist infiltration, aggressive questioning, closed sessions, public 
accusation, and media attention to intimidate witnesses and damage reputations. His 
proceedings frequently treated suspicion as proof and dissent as evidence of disloyalty. 
Even members of his own party became disturbed by his methods. Senator Margaret 
Chase Smith opposed his politics of fear in her “Declaration of Conscience,” and 
McCarthy retaliated by removing her from his investigating subcommittee. The televised 
Army–McCarthy hearings finally exposed his conduct to a broad audience, and the 
Senate censured him in 1954 for behavior that violated senatorial standards. His fall 
teaches that an investigation can imitate a courtroom while abandoning fairness, and a 
committee can claim national security while becoming a vehicle for personal power. 

Financial and ethical scandals have brought down other powerful chairs. Wilbur Mills 
mastered taxation and served for years as the dominant chair of House Ways and Means, 
but alcoholism, public misconduct, and the scandal surrounding his association with 
performer Fanne Foxe destroyed his chairmanship in 1974. Charles Rangel became the 
first Black chair of Ways and Means and brought decades of legislative experience to the 
position, but he stepped aside during an ethics investigation and was censured by the 
House in 2010 for violations involving financial disclosures, taxes, fundraising, and 
congressional resources. These cases show why committee knowledge cannot excuse 
personal misconduct. A chair who writes rules affecting millions must be willing to follow 
the rules governing public office. They also show why removal from a chairmanship, 
removal from a committee, censure, and expulsion must be distinguished. Losing a 
leadership position is serious, but it is not the same as being removed from Congress. 

Some members lose committee positions through party discipline rather than a 
completed ethics conviction. Parties have stripped members of assignments for 
disloyalty, inflammatory statements, conduct thought to damage the institution, or 
refusal to follow leadership. In 2019, House Republican leaders removed Steve King from 
his committees after remarks concerning white nationalism and white supremacy. In 
2021, the full Democratic-controlled House removed Republican Marjorie Taylor Greene 
from assigned committees over earlier statements and social-media conduct, an unusual 
action because the majority party was disciplining a minority-party member. The House 
later removed Paul Gosar from committees after he posted an altered animated video 
depicting violence against a fellow representative and the president. In 2023, the 
Republican-controlled House removed Ilhan Omar from Foreign Affairs over statements 
Republicans described as antisemitic, while Democrats argued that the action was 
partisan retaliation. Each case involved different conduct, procedures, and political 
motives, so “kicked off a committee” should never be treated as one uniform 
punishment. 



The possibility of removal creates a difficult institutional problem. Parties need enough 
authority to prevent members from using prestigious assignments irresponsibly, yet 
majority parties can weaponize that authority against opponents. Automatic protection 
would leave committees vulnerable to members who threaten colleagues, spread 
dangerous falsehoods, misuse classified information, or disgrace the institution. 
Unrestrained majority power would allow every election to produce retaliatory purges. 
Fair discipline therefore requires clearly stated conduct, reliable evidence, an opportunity 
to respond, proportional punishment, and standards that would also be applied to an ally. 
Ethics is tested most honestly when a party must judge its own member. Punishing only 
opponents is political advantage wearing the clothing of principle. 

Committee hearings should be read with the same care. The chair’s opening statement 
reveals the majority’s theory of the event, while the ranking member’s statement reveals 
the minority’s competing frame. The witness list shows whose knowledge the committee 
considers legitimate and whose experience has been excluded. Questions reveal whether 
members are gathering evidence, protecting allies, building a legal record, or producing 
clips for supporters. A markup reveals more than a speech because members must vote 
on exact language. The committee report explains the majority’s reasoning, and 
dissenting views identify objections that floor debate may compress or ignore. Following 
those stages turns Congress from a blur of personalities into a traceable process. 

A disciplined reader also watches for the location of power. If the issue involves taxation, 
Ways and Means and Senate Finance matter more than a general press conference. If the 
dispute concerns annual agency funding, the relevant Appropriations subcommittee may 
possess greater leverage than the committee publicly criticizing the agency. If a bill has 
been approved by the policy committee but denied a House rule, the obstacle has moved 
to Rules or party leadership. If the Senate committee reported a nomination but the 
nominee remains unconfirmed, the delay may be occurring on the floor. If House and 
Senate versions differ, the decisive bargaining may be taking place among committee 
leaders and chamber leadership. Knowing where a proposal is located prevents political 
figures from taking credit for progress they do not control or blaming an institution that 
no longer holds the decision. 

The committee system is neither a hidden conspiracy nor a neutral machine. It is a 
necessary structure built inside a political institution, and it reflects everything present in 
that institution: expertise, ambition, public service, prejudice, courage, vanity, 
negotiation, corruption, patience, and fear. It has allowed careful lawmakers to uncover 
presidential wrongdoing, expose intelligence abuses, expand education, strengthen 
labor protections, support veterans, direct resources toward Black-owned businesses, 
and force neglected suffering into the national record. The same structure has buried 
civil-rights bills, persecuted witnesses, protected segregation, rewarded wealthy 
interests, and converted serious investigations into political entertainment. Its value 
depends upon who holds the gavel, who staffs the room, who is invited to speak, what 
evidence is admitted, and whether the public continues watching after the dramatic 
hearing ends. Congress becomes understandable when the committee is no longer seen 



as preparation for government. The committee is where government learns what it 
knows, chooses what it will ignore, and decides which possibilities may ever become 
law. 

 


