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A Bipartisan Senate- On its Deathbed? Or is there still a glimpse of hope? 
 

Henry Ford once said: “Coming together is a beginning; keeping together is 

progress; working together is success.” We live in a day and age where it seems the word 

“bipartisan” is a word that not many politicians would like to be associated with. The two 

party system was a concept that the Founding Fathers always thought would be a 

nightmare for the country. In retrospect, they were correct. Yet in American fashion, it 

provides a climate of competition and debate that is fascinating to look at when 

examining the upcoming elections in the United States. A question that should be asked 

is why are US Politics in a state of polarization and how did we get here? There are many 

different facets that have helped put us in this debacle such as what Dana Milbanks calls 

“The Lost Giants of the Senate”, the outrageous amount of campaign donations and the 

money in politics, and the social media’s distinct role in defining a politicians career and 

messaging. People can become instantly informed with just a click of a button on their 

computers, iPads, or smartphones.  Many believe that bipartisanship is old news and 

extinct in the United States Senate, but there is a glimmer of hope that our country will 

come together like it always has to solve the problems that need to be focused on. 

 The Webster Dictionary defines bipartisanship as “marked by or involving 

cooperation, agreement, and compromise between two major political parties” 

(Bipartisian 2012).  The Founding Fathers never wanted a two party system; John 

Madison wrote in the Federalist Papers that he was afraid of factions and what they might 

do to the country. For the past few years there has been a continued rise of partisanship- 



especially in the United States Senate. According to a Pew Research Center survey, 

partisanship in America is at a 25 year high (Parisan Polarization Surges in Bush, Obama 

Years 2012). Dana Milbank, Op-Ed writer for The Washington Post, wrote a piece this 

past summer of 2012 titled “The Lost Giants of the Senate” that brought up an opinion 

that the reason that the nation has become so polarized is because there has been a loss of 

a leader in the Senate, or a loss of metaphorically speaking, a “giant” in the Senate 

(Milbank 2012). There has always been a Senator that has been able to strike a deal in the 

last moment, negotiate between party lines, and have the awe and admiration of many of 

his colleagues to become a great leader. Despite if one agreed or disagreed with their 

viewpoints, this person could bring awe and silence to the Senate floor just by their 

presence. Milbank brings into view Senator Ted Kennedy who walked onto the Senate 

floor in 2008 and brought silence and tears.  On July 9, 2008 the Democrats were trying 

to keep a provision of Medicare that the Bush administration was trying to cut. At the 

time Senator Harry Reid decided to call Kennedy who was in Massachusetts receiving 

chemotherapy. Milbanks calls this call a “lifeline” because Kennedy returned to 

Washington, walked onto the Senate floor, and Senators on both side of the aisle cheered. 

The final result was the Medicare bill passed with nine Republicans deciding at the last 

minute to change their vote (Milbank 2012).  

 In the past few years in the Senate, it seems that there have been no figures with 

the stature and the presence to do what Kennedy, Robert Bryd, and Bob Dole could do. 

They were able to negotiate between party lines, strike deals, and surprise even their own 

parties by gaining 10 or more votes on certain bills. Milbank writes that this could be 

because many of the nation’s great leaders have passed away, retired, or have 



unfortunately fallen into the hyper partisan political system that we have today (Milbank 

2012). It is hard to achieve comprehensive reform on many issues that need to be dealt 

with because there is not a leader that is willing to stand up and talk about what needs to 

be done without the fear of party leaders, big money, or hyper partisan districts telling 

them no or voting them out of office. Milbank writes in his piece that one of the Senators 

that was once up to the task of being a great leader and accomplishing major feats in a 

bipartisan manner was Senator Orrin Hatch, the calm and kind senior Senator from Utah. 

He is the longest serving Republican senator in the Senate at the moment and has a 

history of bipartisan deals. Milbank writes that Hatch was a great friend of Kennedy’s 

and a “longtime legislative partner” who even wrote a song for Kennedy when he learned 

of his death. No one would ever think that they would even be passing acquaintances in 

the hyper partisan world we live in today. Running for reelection against a tea party 

candidate in Utah, Hatch had to lean sharply to the right, forgetting and not mentioning 

the fact that he has years of bipartisan experience behind him. This loss of a bipartisan 

giant in the Senate has brought about a feeling of continued partisanship and the idea that 

going against party lines is frowned upon.   

Another interesting look of the lost giants in the Senate is the recent findings by 

the Washington Post of Freshman Senators. Currently 43 of the 100 Senators in office 

today are in their freshman term. This is more than in the post-Watergate cleanout. This 

is interesting to look at because seniority in the Senate decides many imperative things 

such as who receives what position and the way that many of the parliamentary and 

administrative rules go.  Having a giant freshman class of Senators not only brings other 

sophomore Senators to the top, it also means that the distinct rules of the Senate and the 



daily tasks become different each day because there is not a since of tradition that senior 

Senators are used to maintaining. Senators do not know each as well as in the past 

because there are so many new people.  

 

 The fact that Senator Hatch had to lean so sharply to the right brings into view 

another opinion as to why the US has become so polarized: the amount of money in 

politics. The upcoming 2012 elections have already brought in the largest sum of money 

in history. When so few people are donating mass amounts of money to campaigns, they 

fill the need to have a decision in what the candidate does. In the House of 

Representatives this becomes a large problem because the Congressman represents such a 

smaller district than the US Senate. They have to lean towards how their district leans in 

order to be reelected. While many Senators and Congressmen claim that reelection is not 

always their first priority- they have to be reelected in order to continue doing the job that 

they are doing.  In the House, the districts seem to be much more polarized because it is a 

smaller area that they represent than the United States as a whole and the state as a whole. 

They have to appease a smaller audience and yet they still raise mass amounts of money 

for their reelection. With the recent Supreme Court case of FEC v. Citizens United, 

corporations are able to spend millions of dollars on a certain candidate bringing to life a 

political atmosphere that is much more different than what history has seen in the past.   

 The next interesting factor is that the Senator or Congressman is constantly 

messaging and bringing their certain image to the table. With the rise of social media 

outlets such as Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube, and the rise of technology and the 

abundant use of iPads and Smartphones, constituents are able to know what their 



candidate is up to with the click of a button. For this reason, a candidate is always 

messaging and always has to prepare his or her image for their constituents. In a 2011 

poll, 360 members of the House of Representatives have a Twitter account, 85 US 

Senators, and 42 out of 50 state governors are currently on Twitter as well (O'Dell 2011). 

This number is sure to have risen in the past year. One single gaff could bring down a 

candidate- especially in the political atmosphere that we are in. Reporters and others in 

the political realm are able to know exactly what is going on within seconds. One single 

tweet or sound bite that did not quite add up to the others messaging skills could be 

tomorrow’s next headline. This sort of micro messaging instrument adds to an increased 

effect of polarization because a candidate is always messaging.  

 In the environment that we live in today it seems that bipartisanship has sunk to 

the social norms and the increased tension of Washington politics. In the end the question 

is will politicians continue to live in this partisan society or will they break free and allow 

themselves the ability to negotiate?  Is there a glimpse of hope ahead of us that we can 

put aside politics and get real reform done? This past summer there was a glimmer of 

hope. After winning his party’s bid for reelection in Utah, Senator Hatch had a new task 

in front of him: helping strike a deal when it came to certain tax breaks. Hatch worked 

across the aisle in order to achieve the end goal. While some applauded his efforts and 

there was a since of negotiation and working between party lines, the next day Politico 

came out with an article titled “Hatch picks tax breaks, over tea party”. He worked 

against the grain to finish the task and regardless of what others may say he was able to 

compromise. Even as many Americans continue to believe that partisanship is the worse 

that it can be, it is important to remember that at least there has not been a caning like the 



caning of Charles Sumner on the Senate floor right before the Civil War. In 1856 

Representative Brooks walked across the Capitol to the Senator floor and beat Charles 

Sumner with his cane because of a speech that Sumner had said about Brook’s colleague. 

Both walked away heroes in their own state and region (The Caning of Senator Charles 

Sumner n.d.). We may live in a hyper partisan world in 160 years later but there is still 

hope.  

 As in the Henry Ford quote “working together is success”. One of the biggest 

challenges for the US and especially for the US Senate is the feeling of working together, 

bipartisanship, and compromise. It is about coming together and working towards the 

goal of helping America solves its everyday problems. While bipartisanship may seem to 

be on its deathbed for most, there is still a glimmer of hope that a statesman like Senator 

Hatch will be the next “giant” of the Senate and help to work across party lines to 

succeed.   If not him hopefully someone on the horizon of future politics. 
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