
House Floor Procedure    195

The bulk of the time the House is in session is spent considering legisla-
tion. Members come to the floor chiefly to debate, to cast votes, and to pro-
pose amendments to bills during consideration of major legislation. Each 
of these three floor actions is discussed in turn in this chapter. The chapter 
concludes with some procedural strategies used by House minority party 
members when they feel their role in the consideration of legislation has 
been unfairly diminished.

Debate

As discussed in the previous chapter, the development of the policy and pro-
cedural strategy necessary to build a majority coalition for passage of legis-
lation largely occurs prior to when a bill is debated on the floor. Rarely do 
minds change during debate based on the strength of argument, although 
this romanticized version of legislative proceedings continues to endure in 
the minds of many Americans. 

Even so, legislative debate serves both symbolic and practical purposes. It 
assures both legislators and the public that the House makes its decisions in 
a democratic fashion, with due respect for majority and minority opinion. 
“Congress is the only branch of government that can argue publicly,” noted 
a House Republican some years ago. “Debate appropriately tests the con-
clusions of the majority.”4 Debate forces members to come to grips with the 
issues at hand; offers a forum for explaining difficult and controversial sec-
tions of a bill; alerts constituents and interest groups to a measure’s purpose 
through press coverage of the debate; gives floor leaders an opportunity to 

Legislative Business. The conclusion of the 1-minute period typically begins 
action on the substantive business of the day, as scheduled by the majority 
leadership. This might be bills taken up under the suspensions procedure or 
by a special rule from the Rules Committee making in order a bill for chamber 
consideration.

Special Orders. At the conclusion of the day’s legislative business, there is 
another opportunity for members to give 1-minute speeches, followed by a 
longer period for special-order speeches. Members may be recognized for as 
long as 1 hour, alternating between the two parties. Members who belong 
to various informal groups (such as the Congressional Black Caucus or 
the Republican Study Committee) often reserve an hour to spotlight their 
policy views to the Cable-Satellite Public Affairs Network (C-SPAN) viewing 
audience. This period does not extend beyond 10 p.m.

Adjournment. When the special-order speeches are concluded, a member will 
be recognized and say something such as the following: “I move that when 
the House adjourns today, it stand adjourned to meet at [a certain time] on 
[a certain day].” This motion is routinely adopted by unanimous consent or 
voice vote.


