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(temporary) committee that prepared procedures for the incoming Congress 
and then went out of existence.

In 1858 the Speaker became a member and the leader of the Rules 
Committee. In 1880 the Rules Committee became a standing (permanent) 
committee, and in 1883 it initiated the practice of reporting order of busi-
ness resolutions, more commonly called special rules, which, when agreed to 
by majority votes of the House, confer privilege to the measure(s) identified 
in the rule, control the amount of time allowed for debate, and regulate the 
extent to which major bills could be amended on the floor.

Speakers during and after the 1880s permitted the Rules Committee 
to acquire authority over the House’s agenda and the order of business. 
Speaker Joe Cannon, a Republican from Illinois who was Speaker from 
1903 to 1910, abused his agenda-setting and other powers, with the result 
that the House revolted in 1910 and removed the Speaker from the Rules 
Committee. The House majority leadership, however, retained—and still 
retains, in cooperation with the Rules Committee—fundamental control 
over the flow of legislation to the floor.

A notable exception was Rules Committee Chair Howard W. Smith, 
D-Va. (1931–1966), who presided over the committee with an iron fist from 
1955 to 1966. Smith was no traffic cop simply regulating the flow of bills to 
the floor. He firmly believed the committee should “consider the substance 
and merits of the bills,” and he often blocked measures he disapproved of 
and advanced those he favored, sometimes thwarting the will of the majority 
(most notably on issues of civil rights).31
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Source: Data compiled by the authors using the Legislative Information System (LIS).

Note: Chart reflects bills and joint resolutions introduced in the House as well as those 
the House received from the Senate. “Other” category includes the consideration of one 
bill from the private calendar and a joint resolution to establish the day on which the 
114th Congress convened. 

Figure 4.2  Procedures Used to Bring Measures to the House Floor


