
208    Congressional Procedures and the Policy Process

First, a quorum is only 100 members in the Committee of the Whole; 218 
members constitute a quorum in the House. Second, by custom, the Speaker 
does not preside over the Committee of the Whole. Instead, the Speaker 
appoints a colleague, who is also a member of the majority party, to fill that 
role—a practice that can be traced to English precedent. The Speaker is per-
mitted to remain in the chamber and take part in debate but seldom partici-
pates except to make closing remarks on tightly contested major bills. When 
Nancy Pelosi, D-Calif., was Speaker, she was an exception. As one account 
noted, few Speakers “have spoken so much.”36 By tradition, the Speaker 
usually does not vote in the Committee of the Whole (or the House), except 
to break a tie. (Speaker Pelosi was also an exception in this regard, voting 
more than her immediate predecessors or her successor.) Third, it is in order 
in the Committee of the Whole to close or limit debate on sections of a bill 
by unanimous consent or majority vote of the members present; the prime 
debate-ending motion in the House is the previous question. Fourth, various 
motions that are in order in the House are not permitted in the Committee 
of the Whole, such as the previous question motion or motions to recommit, 
adjourn, or reconsider the vote by which an amendment was agreed to or 
rejected. Fifth, amendments to bills are introduced and debated under the 
5-minute rule in the Committee of the Whole, not under the hour rule as in 
the House.37 Sixth, in the Committee of the Whole, 25 members can trigger a 
recorded vote; in the House, 44 members (one-fifth of a quorum) can do so.

Finally, the position of the mace, a 46-inch column of ebony rods bound 
together by silver and topped by a silver eagle, indicates whether the House 

Table 5.1  Major Characteristics, House and Committee of the Whole

House Committee of the Whole

More than half the House (218) is a 
quorum

One hundred is a quorum

Speaker presides Chair presides

Previous question in order Motion to close or limit debate on a 
bill section or amendments is in order; 
the previous question is not

Motion to recommit in order Motion to recommit not in order

One-hour rule for amendments Five-minute rule for amendments

Forty-four members, or one-fifth of 
the House quorum of 218, trigger a 
recorded vote

Twenty-five members trigger a  
recorded vote

Mace raised Mace lowered

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


