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Bipartisanship within a Committee

 In a split Congress, the relationship between Democrats and Republicans seems akin to 

that of the Capulets and the Montegues. Turn on any political news channel, and odds are the 

underlying theme of whatever the political pundit or new reporter covers has to do with how 

divided the United States Government is. Whether it be Fox News or MSNBC, the media 

focuses on the sensationalism of politics-- the feuds, the drama. And you know what, these 

networks are addicting in the same way that Keeping Up With The Kardashians might be. Think 

of House of Cards or Homeland-- the Legislative branch of the American Government recently 

has been seen as more of a substitute for a soap opera or a football game rather than the epicenter 

of democracy.

 But there is a different side of things, a side that isn’t shown on the news. As an intern on 

a committee, I had the opportunity to see two groups of staffers from different political parties 

work together towards a common goal. Although the majority and minority sides of the 

committee were organized on different sides of the fluorescent-lit hallway in Dirksen, divided by 

speckled gray tiles and wide mahogany doors, the staffers of the committee made every effort to 

unite the two sides during and after working hours. 

 The most poignant example of this unification was throughout the process of an 

important markup that the committee had been working on for months. A markup is a process in 

which members of the committee come together to debate, amend, and rewrite proposed 



legislation.1 In this markup the Senators discussed a bill called “The FHA Solvency Act of 

2013.”2 This piece of legislation was introduced to ensure solvency of the Mutual Mortgage 

Insurance Fund-- a borrowing fund for high-risk families to use towards single-family homes. 

The legislation took months to prepare, and the intricacies of the legislation made it imperative 

for the staffers of both sides of the hallway to work together. Weekly meetings in the hearing 

room welcomed staffers from both sides, each staffer greeting one another and making jokes 

about the latest Hill gossip-- one time about an intoxicated intern walking around the House 

missing one shoe. Along with these scheduled meetings, both sides of the office had a kind of 

open door policy. The majority side welcomed staffers on the minority side in for collaboration 

or chitchat, and vise versa. I remember a recently hired staffer from the minority side coming 

over to us interns on the majority side and giving us tips on how to get hired after graduation. 

 The days leading up to the markup were stressful for all the staff, including us interns. 

The staffers concerns were overwhelming: What if we left something out of an amendment? 

What if the Senators throw a curveball question to the witnesses? What if a Senator changes his 

or her vote at the last minute? Us interns had lesser but still significant worries: What if we 

assembled the Senator’s binders incorrectly, leaving the Chairperson or Ranking Member to 

ferociously flip through the loose-leaf looking for the correct section? Or what if we 

miscalculated the number of photocopies and missed an amendment all together? Infinite trips to 

the basement coffee shop and vending machines later, the staff was as ready as they’d ever be.

1 “Senate Glossary” (2014). Retrieved 1/13/2014 from http://www.senate.gov/reference/glossary_term/markup.htm

2 “EXECUTIVE SESSION TO CONSIDER S. 1376, THE FHA SOLVENCY ACT OF 2013.” (2013). Retrieved 
1/13/2014 from http://www.banking.senate.gov/public/index.cfm?
FuseAction=Hearings.Hearing&Hearing_ID=3fab0fc7-cd00-4937-9a59-0d3f7debdd55 
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 The day the FHA Solvency Act was approved by the committee, a sense of camaraderie 

overtook the room. It almost seemed like a climactic scene in a high school football movie-- 

everything came together at once. The excitement in the room was palpable. Staffers looking 

around at each other as if to say, “Can you believe this? It actually worked the way we wanted it 

to.” 

 The markup adjourned and Senators went around the platformed semicircle of chairs 

shaking hands and sharing congratulations. The Senators promptly left the hearing room, leaving 

behind forty or so staffers with big grins, some loosening their ties and taking deep sighs of 

relief. The senior staffers tried to get the attention of the rest of the group, inviting them all back 

to a conference room for a “cool-down” -- a time to reflect on what had just taken place in the 

markup.

 We all made our way into the conference room, making sure everyone fit into the 

relatively small space. Senior staffers gathered around and congratulated the team-- the countless 

hours they put in, their teamwork. The sincerity in his voice brought a few staffers nearly to 

tears. This time, no handshakes were exchanged-- instead, hugs and pats on the back. To 

celebrate, the entire office-- both majority and minority sides-- went out for lunch to the food 

trucks on Massachusetts Avenue. Then we walked back to the Capitol, took the elevator to the 

fifth floor of Dirksen, and headed to the hearing room. Everyone pitched in to arrange the big 

wooden tables into one long rectangular blob, and we all sat around with our food as if it were 

Thanksgiving dinner. 

 This time, everybody talked about real-life things-- funny and embarrassing stories about 

when staffers started out as interns and sharing plans of what trips each person was going to take 



during August recess. My faith in the trajectory of Congress was beginning to expand. If staffers 

could get along this well, then I guess things aren’t really that bad, I thought to myself as I 

chowed down on my Korean fusion wrap.

 After the workday was over, we all headed to a local happy hour to continue basking in 

our victory. We all toasted and clinked glasses. A euphoric haze surrounded us-- everyone was in 

such a good mood, so proud that their hard work and teamwork had paid off. “This is it,” I 

thought to myself, “this is the real Washington.” 

 That night I went back to my dorm and turned on the TV-- one of the big cable news 

networks-- with my roommates like we do most nights. The theme of No Compromise was still 

threaded within each sentence uttered on screen. “They are blowing this way out of proportion,” 

I said to my roommate, “they're not really like that in real life, these networks just want ratings.”

 I had this feeling for a few weeks after my internship ended. When friends back home 

would inquire about my experience working on the Hill, they would make comments about how 

inefficient Congress is. “They should stop bickering and get something done already,” people 

would vaguely exclaim. These comments made me upset. I kept thinking back to the day of the 

markup, when we did get something done. Something that dozens of people had been devoted to 

for months. “They just don’t get it,” I would think. “They just believe what they see in the 

news.”

 Then, out of the blue, a curveball: The Government Shutdown. For days leading up to 

October 1, 2013, political pundits made grand claims that if Congress didn’t act fast, the 

government would have to shut down and that the results would be catastrophic. It might happen, 

I though, but they’ll probably figure something out at the last minute; these news stations just 



like to get people riled up. But, much to my surprise, I woke up on the first day of October to 

everyone talking about how the government shut down-- all because Congress could not agree on 

a certain issue. 

 I felt a little betrayed. Here I had been, defending Congress for the past few months, 

knowing my experience had been so different from what I saw on the news. Sure, I wasn’t 

naive-- I definitely knew there were disagreements between members of Congress, but I never 

thought that the government would shut down because of them. 

 One of the many repercussions of the government shutdown was the furlough of many 

Hill staffers. The staffers who put in countless hours and who get no public recognition for their 

work were punished--17 days without pay-- when a few members of Congress disagreed on one 

specific issue. This can’t be fair. 

 I shortly realized that the stigma associated with some members of Congress-- that they 

are partisan, uncompromising, or just plain lazy-- should not be extended to the staffers. In my 

experience working on a committee, there was seemingly much more fluidity between party 

sides than there is between Congress members. The staffers are the unsung heroes of Congress-- 

they are the oil that keeps the wheels of the government turning. I try to look at the realization in 

a positive light: although Hill staffers-- whether they be interns or senior directors-- do not 

receive much praise from the media or from the public, they are the true role models. The 

countless hours put in by each staffer in the committee was inspirational to me, an intern swept 

up by the romanticism of the Capitol. This realization made me appreciate my experience even 

more. The committee showed me how determined some people are to improve the lives of the 

American people.


