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until 2010. Senator Reid also planned to bring up climate change legislation (or a 
broader energy policy bill) after banking reform, but the long debate on banking 
pushed the energy policy debate into summer 2010, by which time senators were 
apparently too exhausted—and wary of tackling any more controversial legislation 
before the November elections—to debate another major issue.

But is this really a new strategy? After all, Figure 9.4 suggests there have been 
previous periods of high partisanship on cloture votes. Current Senate Democrats 
claim that the tactics are new—the range of measures subject to obstruction and 
the Republicans’ insistence on using all of their postcloture debate time—even 
when their members have no interest in actually speaking and the time is actually 
spent in a “quorum call.” These claims are difficult to test. It is possible, however, 
to compare voting on final passage of measures over time. The size of these win-
ning coalitions is a common measure of the degree of consensus on legislative 
decisions.28 Figure 9.5 displays the median coalition size on final passage votes 
from 1901 to 2010, including all bills, Senate resolutions, and joint resolutions 
except proposals that are statutorily protected against obstruction.

From 1901 to 2006, there is an obvious trend toward increasing coali-
tion size. This trend can be considered evidence of the increasing influence of 
obstruction: senators are increasingly able and willing to filibuster bills that lack 
the support of a supermajority of the Senate. Over the last four years, however, 
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Figure 9-5  Median Coalition Size on Final Passage Votes, 1901–2010

Source: Compiled by author.


