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significant proposal made by the majority party to prevent policy change and to 
embarrass the majority party. As discussed in the next section, this minority party 
strategy has been possible since the 1960s but only recently has it been employed 
to its full potential.

Parties and Obstruction in the Senate
This pattern of increasing obstruction since 1960 has coincided with the partisan 
polarization of the Senate; senators are increasingly likely to vote with their  
parties and against members of the opposing party. This trend is illustrated in 
Figure 9.3, which displays the average level of party unity across all simple- 
majority votes that divide most Democrats from most Republicans.21

There are two main patterns in Figure 9.3. First, partisanship was histori-
cally low during the 1970s, which is why scholarship from this era emphasizes 
the individualistic nature of the chamber; every senator was a force unto himself. 
Over the last thirty years, both parties have become more partisan. The second 
pattern is that the majority party is usually more unified than the minority party. 
The Republicans were more unified as the majority party during the early 1980s, 
the late 1990s, and after regaining a clear majority in 2003. The Democrats were 
more unified during their majority party periods of the 1970s, late 1980s, and 
since 2007. 
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Figure 9-3  Party Unity in the Senate, 1961–2010

Source: Compiled by author.


