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“Senators may over several days ‘cast back-to-back’ votes on a dizzying array of 

dozens of amendments,’ many designed to provide campaign ammunition (so-

called gotcha amendments) for the next election.” 

– Oleszek 2015

“The amending process [since 1970] became a ‘gotcha’ process rather than a 

legislative process. It enabled all of these single-issue groups to get a roll call on 

everything and run a TV ad against you financed by special interests.” 

 – David Obey 2015 (from Schudson)

Few consider the possibility that an amendment may be written exclusively to harm 

someone. Sadly this appears to be the express intent of the vast majority of amendments 

written in both the US Congress and in State Legislatures around the country. And while 

notions of this problem litter the literature, no systematic discussion of this process –

 which is entirely driven by the increased transparency amendments of the 1970 

Legislative Reorganization Act – has even been made. Moreover, this and other forms of 

weaponized transparency are forms of corruption and legislative decay that are entirely 

immune to campaign finance reforms and other congressional fixes that do not rely on 

secrecy. 

1
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Warfare on the Floor and in Committee 

All transparency can be weaponized. But this is especially true of amendments because they are 

so particulate and easy to draft. Members can destroy bills with weaponized amendments or 

take out other members by proposing legislation that divides their base back home. Because of 

this, transparency turns the legislative process into all out  warfare and destroys all sense of 

legitimacy and bipartisanship. Weaponization is considered to be the main driver of the surge in 

member voting between 1970 and 1978. And continues to be a major force today. 

For a preview of the paper watch this section of our talk on weaponized transparency. Also, an 

excellent source is Smith’s 1989 chapter called “Revolution in the House” – the good stuff starts 

about halfway into the chapter. 

Amendments as Bullets 

Below we’ve pasted some clippings on the topic. Of note, this is not a partisan issue, both sides 

are equally guilty, but there is some evidence that minority groups are more likely to employ the 

tactic. 
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