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objected to the usually routine request to dispense with the reading of 
two lengthy amendments. In one instance, Senator Tom Coburn, R-Okla., 
insisted on a line-by-line reading of Senator Bernie Sanders’s, I-Vt., 767-
page amendment creating a single-payer (government-run) health care 
program. After 3 hours of reading by Senate clerks, Senator Sanders with-
drew his amendment, but not without a controversy as to whether Sanders 
could interrupt the reading and withdraw his proposal. The presiding 
officer, on advice from the Senate parliamentarian, ruled that Sanders 
could withdraw his amendment.39 In another case, Minority Leader Mitch 
McConnell, R-Ky., demanded that Majority Leader Reid’s 383-page man-
ager’s health care amendment be read word-for-word. Senator McConnell 
thanked the clerks for having “to read for the last 7 or 8 hours.”40 Worth 
noting is that at the start of the 112th Congress, the Senate amended its 
rules to prevent the reading of amendments if they have been available to 
senators for 72 hours. (For several general House–Senate differences in the 
amending process, see Table 7.1.)

Table 7.1  Selected Bicameral Differences in the Amendment Process

House Senate

Measures read for amendment section 
by section or title by title

Measures open to amendment at any 
point, unless a unanimous consent 
agreement states otherwise

Strict germaneness rule No general germaneness rule

Amendment rights of members 
commonly limited by the Rules 
Committee

Unlimited freedom for senators to offer 
amendments, unless unanimous consent 
agreement stipulates otherwise

Third-degree amendments prohibited Third-degree amendments prohibited but 
can still be offered by unanimous consent

Five-minute rule for discussing 
amendments 

No debate limit for amendments unless 
imposed by a unanimous consent 
agreement

Points of order against amendments 
must be raised after an amendment is 
read but before debate on it has begun 

Points of order against amendments can 
often be raised at any time

Representatives have no right, in the 
Committee of the Whole, to modify or 
withdraw amendments on their own 
authority

Senators have the right to modify or 
withdraw their amendments unless 
action (such as a call for a vote on the 
amendment) has been taken on it by the 
Senate




