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From this time forward, Rules was no longer an independent influence on 
the House agenda. It became instead, in Oppenheimer’s words, an “arm of leader-
ship.”15 In terms of Fenno’s theoretical framework, the Speaker and the rest of the 
party caucus became a much more prominent element in the committee’s envi-
ronment, and the influence of all other environmental forces was reduced enor-
mously. The committee had become, in effect, an agent of the Democratic leaders, 
although it took those leaders a while to take full advantage of the new circum-
stances. With the increase in partisan polarization that followed on the election of 
Ronald Reagan as president, however, the leadership began to make more robust 
use of the committee to control floor activity in order to produce outcomes more 
favorable to their party.

The special rules issued by the committee could control various aspects of 
floor procedures, but the most important of these under the new regime was what 
amendments would be permitted. Before 1975 this matter was fairly simple. Most 
special rules were “open”; any amendment that was otherwise legal under House 
rules was permitted, and so the amendment process was free of restriction for 
most bills. In a few cases, on the other hand (most of which involved tax bills from 
Ways and Means), all amendments were banned. These were called “closed” rules. 
For such bills, the floor was offered a “take-it-or-leave-it” choice; no changes were 
feasible. For a special rule to take effect, it had to be adopted on the floor. Closed 
rules were few, but they tended to involve conflict between the parties and they 
often provoked partisan roll calls for adoption. Open rules were seldom voted on 
by roll call. So, as Figure 8-1 shows, up through the 93rd Congress (1973–1974) 
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Figure 8-1  Partisan Rules Votes: 83rd–111th Congresses

Source: Compiled by authors.


