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Willard Mitt Romney is not only running for President, but his past may also determine 
control of the Senate. But before getting into that ironic story, let us pull back for a 
moment and look at the big picture. On 6 November 2012, an estimated 110 million 
Americans will stand on line for hours to vote for a President, 33 senators, 435 members of 
the House of Representatives, as well as thousands of state legislators, county 
commissioners, mayors, city council members, judges and in the case of Duxbury, 
Vermont, even the dogcatcher. 

Every even-numbered year, about one third of the Senate is elected for six-year terms. This 
year 33 Senate seats are up for (re)election. Some senators, such as Republican John 
Barrasso of Wyoming, come from states that tilt so strongly for their party that they will be 
reelected unless - in the immortal words of former Louisiana governor Edwin Edwards - they 
are caught in bed with a dead girl or a live boy. But a dozen of the 33 seats are competitive. 

Because senators serve for 6-year terms, the ones up for reelection now are the ones who 
won in 2006, a huge Democratic wave year. Consequently, 23 of the seats are ones the 
Democrats hold now, while only 10 are Republican held seats. Furthermore seven 
Democrats are retiring while only three Republicans are retiring, which makes it even worse 
for the Democrats, because winning an open seat is far more difficult than holding a seat 
where an incumbent is running. Now let us look at some key races, from East to West. 

Olympia Snowe, one of the few Republican moderates left in the Senate, got disgusted with 
the dysfunctional Senate and is retiring. As Maine is a very blue state, the Democrats jumped 
for joy - for about a week - until former independent governor Angus King announced he 
was running (at 67, for a body where you need 20 years seniority to achieve any power). 
King scared off all the serious Democrats and is likely to win easily. The big unknown is 
whether he will caucus with the Democrats (like his independent neighbor from Vermont, 
Bernie Sanders) or with the Republicans. Even Democrats who don’t believe much in prayer 
are praying he is a secret Democrat, but King won’t say. 

Now back to Romney. When Sen. John Kerry ran for President in 2004, Massachusetts 
legislators were afraid he might win and then-governor Romney would get to appoint a 
Republican to replace him. So over his veto they changed the law, stripping the power of 
appointment from the governor and requiring a special election to fill Senate vacancies. 
Kerry lost. Case closed. But be careful what you wish for: you might get it. When Teddy 
Kennedy died in 2009, the Democratic governor no longer had the power of appointment, so 
there was a special election. To make a long story short, an ineffective Democratic 
candidate, Martha Coakley, was so sure of her election in this very blue state that she went 
on vacation in the middle of the campaign. The voters were miffed and elected Republican 
Scott Brown. Now Brown has to defend his seat against Harvard professor and consumer 
rights advocate Elizabeth Warren in what will be an epic battle. 

In Virginia, it is déjà vu all over again. In 2006, Incumbent senator George Allen (R) was 
defeated in a rare upset when he pointed to a young Indian-American in the audience 



videotaping him and said “Let’s give a welcome to macaca here.” It soon came out that 
“macaca” (literally a kind of monkey) is a racial epithet used by Francophones to refer to 
Africans and that Allen undoubtedly heard the word from his French-speaking Tunisian 
mother. Allen lost but wants his old job back. The man who beat him, Jim Webb, got bored 
being a senator and is retiring, so Obama asked his hand-picked chairman of the Democratic 
National Committee, former Virginia governor Tim Kaine, to quit his new job and run against 
Allen. If Allen can stay away from the zoo, it will be a cliffhanger. 

Indiana is definitely worth watching. Incumbent six-term senator Richard Lugar, the most 
knowledgeable person in the Senate on foreign policy and someone respected on both sides 
of the aisle was defeated in a primary by an extreme-right tea party candidate, Richard 
Mourdock. Could this be a repeat of 2010, when tea party candidates in Nevada, Colorado, 
and Delaware defeated strong establishment Republicans in primaries only to lose to the 
Democrat in the general election? The Democratic candidate, Rep. Joe Donnelly (D), 
certainly hopes so. 

Republican politicians are generally against gay marriage, so in theory they ought to be in 
favor of gay divorce as it reduces the number of gay marriages. The theory may get a test in 
Wisconsin, where openly lesbian Rep. Tammy Baldwin (D), who recently separated from her 
partner of 15 years, is running to replace the retiring Sen. Herb Kohl (D). The Republicans 
don’t have a candidate yet and there is a nasty primary fight going on between Rep. Mark 
Neumann and former governor Tommy Thompson. 

Arizona is also on the map due to the retirement of Sen. Jon Kyl (R). Rep. Jeff Flake is the 
likely Republican nominee and he will face Richard Carmona, a decorated Vietnam veteran 
who later served as George W. Bush’s Surgeon General. Carmona is a Latino in a Latino-
heavy state. 

In Nevada, Sen. Dean Heller (R) is running for election against Rep. Shelley Berkley (D). Heller 
was appointed to the Senate after his predecessor, John Ensign, resigned under great 
pressure for having an affair with his chief-of-staff’s wife, an activity he (unsuccessfully) tried 
to keep quiet by having his wealthy parents give a “gift” of $96,000 to the chief-of-staff. 

In New Mexico and North Dakota, Democrats are defending open seats in what will probably 
be close races. In Florida, Missouri, and Montana, Democratic incumbents are in tough 
fights. 

At the end of the day, either party could end up controlling the Senate. 
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