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Amendment Forms, Types, and Degrees. Amendments can be categorized 
by form—whether they add or insert language, take out or strike matter, 
or do both, strike and insert. Amendments can also be differentiated by 
their degrees. A basic parliamentary principle permits only two degrees of 
amendments: an amendment and an amendment to it. Any further motion 
to amend is a third-degree proposal (an amendment to an amendment to 
an amendment) and is out of order. “The line must be drawn somewhere,” 
Thomas Jefferson wrote, “and usage has drawn it after the amendment to 
the amendment.”47 Finally, amendments can be distinguished by type, how 
much they change a bill or a pending amendment. A “perfecting amendment” 
(here perfecting does not mean improving in the dictionary sense) modifies 
less of the language that is open to amendment. A “substitute amendment,” 
in contrast, replaces the entire text (every word) of a pending first-degree 
amendment. An alternative for an entire bill is called “an amendment in 
the nature of a substitute” (see the previous discussion under “Committee 
Amendments” for more on committee-reported complete substitutes).

When a bill is open to revision in the House, only four amendments may 
be pending simultaneously: (1) a first-degree amendment to the bill itself; 
(2) a second-degree amendment to the first amendment; (3) a first-degree 
substitute amendment, proposing to replace all the words of the other first-
degree amendment; and (4) a second-degree amendment to the substitute 
amendment. Once an amendment to a bill has been offered (the first degree), 
the other three may be offered and be pending simultaneously. Once either 
of the second degrees is adopted or rejected, another may be offered until 
there is no unamended text left to change in the pending alternatives (the 
first-degree perfecting and the first-degree substitute for it). If a substitute 
is adopted, its effect is to replace the language of the original first-degree 
proposal and any second-degree changes to it that might have been adopted.

The four amendments, with the degrees that are permissible and the 
order of voting on each, are depicted in Figure 5.2. This representation of 
the “amendment tree” has two first-degree amendments—the amendment to 

3.	 Committee Jurisdiction. The jurisdiction of a committee is not necessar-
ily controlling as to the germaneness of an amendment. When an argu-
ment has been advanced that the subject matter of an amendment lies 
within the jurisdiction of a committee other than the committee report-
ing the bill, the Chair has ruled that the germaneness of an amendment 
is based upon its relation to the bill in its amended form. In short, the 
subject matter of the bill is the controlling factor, not the description in 
the Rules of the House of the various committees’ jurisdiction.

Source: Excerpted from Manual on Legislative Procedure in the U.S. House of 
Representatives, 6th ed., 99th Congress, prepared under the auspices of the Republican 
leader, May 1986.


