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and fifteen minutes to protest the removal from an urban-aid tax bill of a provision 
that he said could have restored jobs at a New York typewriter plant.16 

Senators use actual or threatened filibusters for a variety of purposes. Their 
aim may be to kill legislation, but it may also be to extract substantive concessions 
on a bill. Sometimes senators’ use of extended debate is a form of position taking; 
senators may know that they cannot kill or weaken the legislation but may want 
to make a strong statement about their position and the intensity of their feel-
ings about it. Targeting one measure to extract concessions on another, sometimes 
known as “hostage taking,” has become an increasingly frequent use of extended 
debate. 

Nominations as well as legislation can be filibustered. In the late 1990s 
Republicans killed a number of President Bill Clinton’s juridical nominations by 
refusing to report them from committee. Democrats, lacking a Senate majority 
during most of the early 2000s and thus unable to prevent nominees they consid-
ered too extreme from being reported out, blocked a number of President George 
W. Bush’s judicial nominations on the floor. Republicans failed to get the requisite 
sixty votes to cut off debate and bring to a vote the nomination of Miguel Estrada 
to the Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia; after the seventh unsuccess-
ful cloture vote, Estrada withdrew. President Barack Obama’s judicial and many 
of his executive branch nominees have routinely faced extended-debate–related 
problems. In 2011, Democrats forced cloture votes on seven nominations. The 
five which failed blocked confirmation votes on two well regarded appellate court 

Table 1-1  The Increase in Filibusters and Cloture Votes, 1951–2011

Years Congress
Filibusters 

per Congress
Cloture votes 
per Congress

Successful cloture 
votes per Congress

1951–1960 82nd–86th 1.0 0.4 0.0
1961–1970 87th–91st 4.6 5.2 0.8
1971–1980 92nd–96th 11.0 22.0 9.0
1981–1986 97th–99th 17.0 23.0 10.0
1987–1992 100th–102nd 27.0 39.0 15.0
1993–2006 103rd–109th 30.0 53.0 21.0
2007–2008 110th 54.0 112.0 61.0
2009–2010 111th 54.0 91.0 63.0
2011 112th-1st session 26.0* 34.0* 19.0*

*One year only.

Sources: Data for 82nd–102nd Congresses: Congressional Research Service, comp., “A Look at the 
Senate Filibuster,” in Democratic Studies Group Special Report, June 13, 1994, app. B; Norman 
Ornstein, Thomas Mann, and Michael Malbin, Vital Statistics on Congress 1993–1994 (Washington, 
D.C.: CQ Press, 1994), 162. Data for 103rd Congress: Richard S. Beth, “Cloture in the Senate, 103d 
Congress,” memorandum, Congressional Research Service, June 23, 1995. Data for 104th–108th 
Congresses: Congressional Quarterly Almanac for the years 1995–2007 (Washington, D.C.: 
Congressional Quarterly); 108th–111th, 2011 CQ on line, library.cqpress.com/cqweekly.


