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elaboration of the Committee of the Whole’s origins is provided by a scholar 
and former member of the House of Representatives, De Alva Stanwood 
Alexander, R-N.Y. (1897–1911):

It originated in the time of the Stuarts, when taxation arrayed the Crown 
against the Commons, and suspicion made the Speaker [of the House of Com-
mons] a tale-bearer to the King. To avoid the Chair’s espionage the Commons 
met in secret [in a Committee of the Whole], elected a chairman in whom it 
had confidence, and without fear of the King freely exchanged its views 
respecting [financial] supplies.12

The Committee of the Whole uses rules different from those of the House; 
they are designed to speed up floor action and facilitate debate. Table 5.1 
sets out several rules or customs that distinguish the conduct of business in 
the full House from proceedings in the Committee of the Whole.

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 permitted to remain in the chamber and take part in debate but 
seldom participates except to make closing remarks on tightly contested 

House Committee of the Whole

Mace raised Mace lowered

Speaker presides Chair presides

More than half the House (218) is a 
quorum

One hundred is a quorum

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

Previous question in order Motion to limit debate on amendments, 
but not the previous question motion, in 
order

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

Twenty-five members trigger a recorded 
vote

Motion to recommit in order Motion to recommit not in order

Table 5.1  Major Characteristics, House and Committee of the Whole

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.




