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Since the increase in Senate partisanship from the early 1970s coincides with 
the recent increase in filibustering, many observers have suggested that partisan-
ship is causing this increase in obstruction. However, this correlation disappears 
if one analyzes a longer time frame. Partisanship is a long cycle in congressional 
history, so there have been previous highs and lows. The current filibuster-based 
Senate is a new development, however, and we cannot explain this trend with a 
historical cycle.22

The combination of partisanship and obstruction has had a tremendous 
impact on the Senate. As one might expect, the partisanship shown in Figure 
9.4 also affected how senators vote on cloture. Figure 9.4 displays the increas-
ing partisanship of cloture voting. Specifically, Figure 9.4 displays the mean Rice 
difference score on cloture votes by year, 1969 to 2010. A Rice difference score is 
the absolute difference between the percent of each party voting “aye,” so it is a 
general measure of disagreement. 

Again, the main point is that there is a trend toward increasing divisiveness 
over time. It is also notable that most of the “peaks” in the chart—1979, 1993, 
2003, 2009 to 2010—coincide with periods of unified government, while 1987 
marks the restoration of a Democratic majority in the Senate. During these peri-
ods, the Senate filibuster is the minority party’s only veto point in the legislative 

Note: Mean Rice difference scores on cloture votes. Rice difference scores measure the abso-
lute difference in the percent of one party voting for cloture minus the percent of the oppos-
ing party voting “aye.” From Koger, 2012.
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Figure 9-4  Average Partisanship on Cloture Votes by Year


