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which, when agreed to by majority votes of the House, controlled the 
amount of time allowed for debate on major bills and the extent to which 
they could be amended from 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 Joseph G. Cannon, a Republican from Illinois who was Speaker 
from 1903 to 1911, 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 reaching the floor.

A notable exception was Rules Committee Chair Howard W. Smith, D-Va. 
(1931–1967), who presided over the committee with an iron hand from 1955 
to 1967. 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.33

Although the Rules Committee lacks authority to amend bills, the 
Smith-led panel bargained with committee leaders for changes in legisla-
tion in return for granting rules. (During the Smith era, frustration with the 
panel stemmed from its refusal to issue rules; today, it is the character of  
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Figure 4.2  Procedures Used to Bring Measures to the House Floor

Source: Christopher Davis, congressional expert, Congressional Research Service.

Notes: Chart reflects initial House consideration of all legislation, regardless of legislative 
form. “Other” category is made up of one measure passed under the “automatic proce-
dures” of House Rule XXVII as adopted in the 111th Congress, a rule commonly called 
the “Gephardt Rule.” The GOP 112th House dropped the Gephardt procedure from the 
chamber’s rulebook. Figure represents initial House consideration.




