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nominations sent to the Senate. First and foremost are ideological forces: the 
array of policy views across the three branches affects the probability and speed of 
confirmation. Second, partisan forces matter: political contests between the pres-
ident and the opposing Senate party help account for the Senate’s treatment of 
judicial nominees. Third, institutional rules and practices in the Senate shape the 
likelihood of confirmation. Fourth, the electoral context matters. 

Partisan and Ideological Forces

Partisan and ideological forces are inextricably linked in the contempo-
rary Congress as the two legislative parties have diverged ideologically in recent 
decades. Not surprisingly, Washington pundits assessing the state of judicial 
selection often pinpointed poisoned relations between liberal Democrats and 
President George W. Bush and between conservative Republicans and President 
Obama as the proximate cause of the slowdown in advice and consent. For exam-
ple, they attributed Democrats’ foot-dragging on several of Bush’s nominees in 
the 108th Congress (2003–2004) to ideological conflict and partisan pique, as 
liberal Democrats criticized Bush’s tendency to nominate extremely conservative 

Figure 11-3  �Length of Confirmation Process for Successful 
Nominations to the Federal Bench (1947–2010)

Source: See Figure 11-1.
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