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FOREWORD
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It goes without saying that Robert’s Rules is a classic of parliamentary procedure. As has commonly been pointed out, Robert’s Rules has been enormously influential, adopted since its first publication in 1876 by a wide variety of organizations of all kinds, both across the United States and well beyond. What is less commonly pointed out is the work’s philosophical richness. But to a philosopher and scholar of ethics like myself, Robert’s Rules is inevitably read as a work of practical ethics, a real-life implementation of the notion of a social contract, the mythical foundational agreement regarding how we are to live together about which so much philosophical ink has been spilled. From a practical point of view, it is an attempt to find a set of rules conducive to the well-being of communities, a way to pursue the common good while paying due attention to balancing the needs of those communities with the rights of individuals.

Perhaps the lack of attention to the book’s philosophical significance is not surprising. The book’s near obsessive attention to detail risks masking the moral import of the work. And Robert’s Rules is nothing if not
thorough. It is exhaustive in its contemplation of the contingencies of deliberation, thorough in its provision of rules and sub-rules for dealing with them, and relentless in its cross-referencing. Guidance is provided about how individuals may make proposals (i.e. motions), how and when they may amend those motions, and the limits to be placed on amendment and debate. It provides, for example, that motions may be made and amended, and that amendments themselves may be amended, but that amendments to amendments may not. You may wonder why an assembly even needs such a rule. But Robert, in his wisdom, foresaw the need, and included a rule about it.

Henry Martyn Robert was a soldier and military engineer from South Carolina. Legend has it that, once upon a time, he was called upon to chair a meeting of his local Baptist church. The meeting, it is said, did not go well. The discussion was chaotic and not entirely polite, and Robert was embarrassed about his failure to guide it along a more fruitful path. But Henry Martyn Robert, recall, was an engineer, and so in the need for a more fruitful discussion he saw a design challenge, the need to build a better mousetrap, so to speak. So with an engineer’s eye to both form and function, he set out to create a set of procedures—drawing upon US congressional practice and the rules of English-style parliaments more generally—designed generically to guide an assembly, aimed at a collective purpose, in its attempt to work collegially.

Some of the rules in the volume serve what seem to
be purely pragmatic purposes. These include for example the deceptively simple, fundamental rule that a motion must precede any discussion. This principle inevitably saves time and anguish by ensuring that the matter under consideration at any given moment—specifically the action being proposed—is clear to all involved in the discussion. Under the guidance of this principle, there is no question of enduring hours’ worth of debate on later to find that participants were talking past each other, ultimately disagreeing over just what the proposal was in the first place. Such a rule is bound to increase efficiency.

Other rules serve clear and obvious moral purposes. Take, for instance, the rule (in Section 46, on Voting) that “no one can vote on a question in which he has a direct personal or pecuniary interest.” This is a succinct rule for dealing with what, today, we would call “conflict of interest.” If someone is allowed to vote on a matter from which they stand to benefit in a material way, there is every possibility that narrow interest will affect his or her judgment in ways that are unfair to the common interest and perhaps in ways that even the individual him- or herself would not, in a moment of calm reflection, endorse.

The careful attention that Robert’s Rules plays to questions of leadership, on the other hand, bridges the practical and the moral. A fundamental challenge for deliberative bodies, and one to which Robert’s Rules pays considerable attention, is the need for leadership that is powerful enough to be useful, but limited enough to be trusted. Robert’s Rules thus outlines carefully the role and responsibilities of the Chairman or President, but also
explains the procedure for appealing the Chairman or President’s ruling, and the situations in which such appeal is possible.

Ultimately, Robert’s Rules is a grand recognition of the importance of the rule of law—or, perhaps more aptly, the rule of rules. It is an assertion of the eternal moral principle that the joint action and deliberation of a community must be ruled, not by the wisdom, let alone whim, of an individual, but by a set of rules agreed to in some sense by the entire community. And, crucially, those rules must not be secret, not held closely by the learned few, but rather published and shared with the many. The fact that the rules are published means that every member of the assembly may know them and is thereby enabled to hold the chair to account. In this regard, Robert is clear that a good part of the value of a set of procedural rules lies in their mere existence. The members of a deliberative body will no doubt always be aware that there are other, perhaps equally good ways of carrying out deliberation. But they will benefit from the fact that a set of rules exists, and is known to them, in the first place. “These may not be the best rules, but they are our rules.”

The need for a volume like Robert’s Rules points to a profound human need, namely the need that humans have to come together in pursuit of shared goals. The impetus to live in community, to solve shared problems, and to build more together than they could build individually requires not just common ends, but common means. The need for joint deliberation, in other words, and for joint
action, is unquestionable. The mechanism for achieving this effectively is not.

In order for joint deliberation to be effective, certain conditions must obtain—conditions that Robert’s Rules seeks to establish for any deliberative body willing to follow the book’s advice. First, and most importantly, the success of any deliberative assembly requires that there be at least a partial subordination of individual interests to the interests of the group. The group cannot function if each individual continually attempts to put his or her own interests first. Hence, the Rules provide that in order to obtain the consent of the group, an individual member must put forward a motion, have it seconded by another, and ultimately persuade a majority to agree. Second, and as a corollary to the first condition, the individual’s interest must not be entirely subordinated. Each individual participant must retain the belief that he or she will be heard and that the collective deliberation is a way to advance his or her own interests, even if only through compromise rather than entirely to frustrate them. Hence, the Rules stipulate both that members are entitled to be heard and that there is a means of appealing the decision of the chair when an individual feels aggrieved. And finally, joint deliberation to be effective, there must be a mechanism for balancing the interests of individuals, under circumstances in which each wants to speak—whether to express his or her own interests or to express his or her vision of the common good—but all cannot speak at once.

In this regard, Robert’s Rules constitute an exercise in
what philosophers call procedural justice. The focus on procedure is, at one level, a recognition that substantive justice—justice of outcomes—is often elusive. Divide the pie one way, and I feel wronged. Divide it another way, and you do. We may never agree on the best way to divide the pie. But, if we are a little bit lucky and a little bit wise, we might strike upon a decent procedure for making the decision, such that once a decision is made, even if the parties to the decision cannot all be equally satisfied with it, each must at least admit that the process that got them there was fair. In the end, of course, deliberative assemblies are tasked with deciding what is to be done. Robert’s does not pretend to tell us what goals an assembly should have. Robert’s gift to us, rather, is a common answer to the question, “How will we decide?”

For these reasons, as you read, study, and put Robert’s Rules into action, I encourage you to see it as more than a set of rules or instructions. It is, at heart, a vote for the ultimate rationality of human beings and their fundamental ability to come together in pursuit of shared goals. A set of rules, yes, but a set of rules that, once accepted, leaves us freer and more able than before. Where some see constraints, we ought to see the roots of liberty.

—Chris MacDonald, PhD,
editor of The Concise Encyclopedia of Business Ethics


TABLE OF RULES RELATING TO MOTIONS.
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[If information is desired in reference to a motion, look first in this Table, which decides seven points in regard to each motion, and also shows the section in the Manual treating fully of each, thus serving as an index of motions. A list of the motions belonging to each of the seven classes indicated by the headings to the columns, can be found by noticing the stars in each column.

The motions are classified into Principal, Subsidiary, Incidental and Privileged in §§ 6-9. The common motions are classified in § 55 according to the object for which each is used. If other information is required about motions in general, look in the Index under the title Motions.]

[Containing Answers to Two Hundred Questions in Parliamentary Practice.]
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See next page for Order of Precedence of Motions and Forms of Putting Certain Questions.

ADDITIONAL RULES TO ACCOMPANY TABLE.

Order of Precedence of Motions.

The ordinary motions rank as follows, and any of them (except to amend) can be made while one of a lower order is pending, but none can supersede one of a higher order:

To Fix the Time to which to Adjourn.

To Adjourn (when unqualified).

For the Orders of the Day.

To Lie on the Table.

For the Previous Question.

To Postpone to a Certain Time.

To Commit.

To Amend.

To Postpone Indefinitely.

The motion to Reconsider can be made when any other question is before the assembly, but cannot be acted upon until the business then before the assembly is disposed of [see note 9 above], when, if called up, it takes precedence of all other motions except to adjourn, and to fix the time to which to adjourn. Questions incidental to those before the assembly, take precedence of them and must be acted upon first.

Forms of Putting Certain Questions.

If a motion is made to Strike out certain words, the question is put in this form: “Shall these words stand as a part of the resolution?” so that on a tie vote they are struck out.

If the Previous Question is demanded, it is put thus: “Shall the main question be now put?”

If an Appeal is made from the decision of the Chair, the question is put thus: “Shall the decision of the Chair stand as the judgment of the assembly [convention, society, etc.]?”

If the Orders of the Day are called for, the question is put thus: “Will the assembly now proceed to the Orders of the Day?”

When, upon the introduction of a question, some one objects to its consideration, the chairman immediately puts the question thus: “Will the assembly’ consider it?” or “Shall the question be considered [or discussed]?”

If the vote has heen ordered to be taken by yeas and nays, the question is put in a form similar to the following: “As many as are in favor of the adoption of these resolutions, will, when their names are called, answer yes [or aye] – those opposed will answer no.”


PREFACE.
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A work on parliamentary law has long been needed, based, in its general principles, upon the rules and practice of Congress, but adapted, in its details, to the use of ordinary societies. Such a work should give not only the methods of organizing and conducting meetings, the duties of officers and names of ordinary motions, but should also state systematically in reference to each motion, its object and effect; whether it can be amended or debated; if debatable, the extent to which it opens the main question to debate; the circumstances under which it can be made, and what other motions can be made while it is pending. This Manual has been prepared with a hope of supplying the above information in a condensed and systematic form, each rule in Part I either being complete in itself, or giving references to every section that in any way qualifies it, so that a stranger to the work can refer to any special subject with safety.

A Table of Rules is placed immediately before this Preface, which will enable a presiding officer to decide some two hundred common and important questions of parliamentary law without turning a page.

The Second Part is a simple explanation of the common methods of conducting business in ordinary meetings. The motions are classified here according to their uses, and those used for a similar purpose are compared with each other. This part is intended for that large class in every community who are almost wholly unacquainted with parliamentary usages and are not able to devote much study to the subject, but would be glad with little labor to learn enough to enable them to take part in meetings of deliberative assemblies without fear of being out of order.

The Third Part contains some useful information, including the legal rights of assemblies, call of the house, etc.

The object of Rules of Order is to assist an assembly to accomplish the work for which it was designed, in the best possible manner. To do this it is necessary to restrain the individual somewhat, as the right of an individual in any community, to do what he pleases, is incompatible with the interests of the whole. Where there is no law, but every man does what is right in his own eyes, there is the least of real liberty. Experience has shown the importance of definiteness in the law; and in this country, where customs are so slightly established and the published manuals of parliamentary practice so conflicting, no society should attempt to conduct business without having adopted some work upon the subject, as the authority in all cases not covered by their own special rules.

It has been well said by one of the greatest of English writers on parliamentary law: “Whether these forms be in all cases the most rational or not is really not of so great importance. It is much more material that there should be a rule to go by, than what that rule is, that there may be a uniformity of proceeding in business, not subject to the caprice of the chairman, or captiousness of the members. It is very material that order, decency and regularity be preserved in a dignified public body.”

H. M. R.


INTRODUCTION.
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Parliamentary Law.

Parliamentary Law refers originally to the customs and rules of conducting business in the English Parliament; and thence to the customs and rules of our own legislative assemblies. In England these usages of Parliament form a part of the unwritten law of the land, and in our own legislative bodies they are of authority in all cases where they do not conflict with existing rules or precedents.

But as a people we have not the respect which the English have for customs and precedents, and are always ready for such innovations as we think are improvements, and hence changes have been and are constantly being made in the written rules which our legislative bodies have found best to adopt. As each house adopts its own rules, it results that the two houses of the same legislature do not always agree in their practice; even in Congress the order of precedence of motions is not the same in both houses, and the Previous Question is admitted in the House of Representatives, but not in the Senate. As a consequence of this, the exact method of conducting business in any particular legislative body is to be obtained only from the Legislative Manual of that body.

The vast number of societies, political, literary, scientific, benevolent and religious, formed all over the land, though not legislative, are deliberative in character, and must have some system of conducting business, and some rules to govern their proceedings, and are necessarily subject to the common parliamentary law where it does not conflict with their own special rules. But as their knowledge of parliamentary law has been obtained from the usages in this country, rather than from the customs of Parliament, it has resulted that these societies have followed the customs of our own legislative bodies, and our people have thus been educated under a system of parliamentary law which is peculiar to this country, and yet so well established as to supersede the English parliamentary law as the common law of ordinary deliberative assemblies.

The practice of the National House of Representatives should have the same force in this country as the usages of the House of Commons have in England, in determining the general principles of the common parliamentary law of the land; but it does not follow that in every matter of detail the rules of Congress can be appealed to as the common law governing every deliberative assembly. In these matters of detail, the rules of each House of Congress are adapted to their own peculiar wants, and are of no force whatever in other assemblies. But upon all great parliamentary questions, such as what motions can be made, what is their order of precedence, which can be debated, what is their effect, etc., the common law of the land is settled by the practice of the United States House of Representatives, and not by that of the English Parliament, the United States Senate, or any other body.
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NOTES.

(1) Every motion in this column has
the eflect of suspending some rule or
establisked right of deliberative assem-
blies (as shown in the note to § 89), and
therefore requires a two-thirds vote,
unless a special rule to the contrary is
adopted.

(2) Undebatable if made when an-
other question i~ Hefore the assembly.

(3) An Amendment may be either (1)
by “adding or (2) by “striking out™
words or paragraphs; or (3) by * strik-
ing out certain words and inserting
others;” or (4) by ‘“‘substituling” a
different motion on the same subject;
or (5) by ‘“dividing the question™ into
two or more qucstions, as specified by
the mover, so as to get a separate vote
on any particular point or points.

(4) An Appeal is undebatable only
when relating to indecorum, or to
transgressions of the:rules of speak-
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ing. or to the priority of business, or
when made while the Previous Ques-
tion is pending. When debatable, only
one speech from each member is per-
mitted. On a tie vote the decision of
the Chair is sustained.

(5) An affirmative vote on this mo-
tion cannot be reconsidered.

(6) The objection can only be made
when the question is first introduced,
before debate.

(7) Allows of but limited debateupon
the propriety of the postponement.

(8) The Previous Question, if adopted,
cuts off debate and brings the assembly
to a vote on the pending question only,
except where the pending motion is an
amendment or a motion to commit,
when it also applies to the question to
be amended or committed.

(9) Can be moved and entered on the
record when another has the floor, but
cannot interrupt business then before
the assembly; must be madc on the day
the original vote was taken, and by one
who voted with the prevailing side.
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