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  Table 3.1  	 U.S. Congress and the Texas Legislature: A Comparison

U.S. Congress Texas Legislature

Characteristic U.S. Senate U.S. House Texas Senate Texas House

Size of chamber 100 435 31 150

Term in office 6 years 2 years 4 years 2 years

Staggered terms Yes No Yes No

Minimum age for election 30 25 26 21

Resident of state Yes Yes 5 years 2 years

Resident of district N/A No 1 year 1 year

carried over into the American, and Texan, experience. States vary slightly in the names 
of the two chambers. For example, in Virginia the lower house is called the House of 
Delegates. Most states, however, employ the naming convention that Texas also uses. 
Forty-nine states possess a bicameral legislature in the state government. Nebraska is 
the only state with a single-chamber, or unicameral, state legislature.

The decision to have a dual-chambered state legislature reflects more than just a 
simple desire to mirror the U.S. Congress. James Madison suggested in the Federalist 
Papers that the protection of liberty from passionate majorities rests in part with divid-
ing the power of the legislature.7 Requiring any new law to pass in two chambers makes 
it more difficult for a majority to abuse its power. This “divide and subdue” technique 
of allocating the power of the legislature across two chambers is enhanced because 
each chamber is chosen by a different means. For example, members of the U.S. House 
of Representatives are chosen by popular vote based on small geographic districts, 
while U.S. senators are chosen by statewide popular vote. Another reason, historically, 
to employ a bicameral legislature is to ensure the adequate representation of different 
groups. Originally, state governments were directly represented in the U.S. Congress 
because state legislatures, as opposed to the states’ voters, chose the members of the 
U.S. Senate. In 1913, the Seventeenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution made the 
U.S. Senate directly elected by the citizens of the state the senator represents. The shift 
reflected the desire among Progressives at the time to make senators accountable to 
voters, not state legislatures.

One interesting fact is that other federal systems beyond the United States lack 
consistency between the national legislature and regional/state legislatures in terms 
of the number of chambers. While all federal systems in the world have bicameral 
national legislatures, many have unicameral regional/state legislatures. For example, all 
of the ten provincial legislative assemblies in Canada are unicameral, while the national 
parliament remains bicameral. Similar arrangements occur in Mexico, where each 
state in Mexico has a unicameral state legislature even though the national Congress 


