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“I spend half my day as speaker of the House and the other half as a mental-health counselor.”


—House Speaker Mike Johnson, radio interview, May 28, 2024















PROLOGUE



IN NOVEMBER 2022, I ASSIGNED MYSELF TO THE U.S. CAPITOL TO COVER the House of Representatives. For the previous 15 or so years, I had written a thrice-weekly syndicated column for the Washington Post, jumping from the White House to Congress to the Supreme Court to the campaign trail depending on the news of the day. But I had a feeling that what was about to happen in the People’s House would be worthy of a singular focus. Republicans had just taken control of the House, but only barely, with a four-seat majority in the 435-member body. Because of that, combined with the large number of exotic characters and MAGA extremists in the House Republican conference and the weak slate of leaders, I suspected that this erratic crowd would provide some lively material.


They did not disappoint. What I could not have known then, however, was that I was about to witness the most ineffective session of Congress in a century, if not longer. The year began with chaos and incompetence. It ended in chaos and incompetence. In between were self-created crises and shocking moments of fratricide—interspersed with more chaos and incompetence.


House Republicans were immediately snarled in dysfunction with the 15-ballot marathon to elect Kevin McCarthy as speaker. This was followed by the first-in-history ouster of a speaker in midterm, then the 22-day attempt to elect a successor while the House was shuttered, followed by efforts to oust McCarthy’s replacement, the hapless Mike Johnson. Along the way, the House majority came close to defaulting on the federal debt for the first time in American history and threatened, over and over again, to shut down the federal government.


They filled their committee hearings and their bills with white nationalist attacks on racial diversity and immigrants, attempts to ban abortion and to expand access to the sort of guns used in mass shootings, incessant harassment of LGBTQ Americans, and even routine potshots at the United States military. They tried to impeach President Biden without finding any evidence of wrongdoing, and they actually did impeach Homeland Security secretary Alejandro Mayorkas without identifying any high crimes or misdemeanors he had committed. They insulted each other’s private parts, accused each other of sexual and financial crimes, and scuffled with each other in the Capitol basement. They screamed “Bullshit!” at Biden on the House floor during the State of the Union address. They used their official powers to spread conspiracy theories about the “Deep State” and for a year protected the serial fabulist in their caucus, the indicted George Santos. They stood up for the Confederacy, tried to ban abortion, and even claimed that the government was hiding space aliens.


After a year in power, they had almost nothing to show for it. A bipartisan debt deal (on which they promptly reneged) to avoid a default crisis that they themselves created. A pair of temporary spending bills (both passed with mostly Democratic votes) to avert a government shutdown crisis that they themselves created. They made hardly a dent in federal spending. Their attempts to stoke culture wars with poison-pill legislation went nowhere. Their monthslong failure to approve arms for Ukraine enabled Vladimir Putin to inflict punishing losses on Ukrainian forces. On the House floor, the Republican majority suffered one failure after another, even on routine procedural votes. By many measures—inexperience, incompetence, lack of productivity—this has been arguably the worst Congress ever, producing little other than mayhem and feuding. But don’t take my word for it. Here’s a sampling of some of the things House Republicans have said about themselves over the last year or so:




“Our Republican House majority has failed completely.”


—Marjorie Taylor Greene, Georgia


“One thing. I want my Republican colleagues to give me one thing—one—that I can go campaign on and say we did.”


—Chip Roy, Texas


“We’re a party that can’t govern.”


—Dave Joyce, Ohio


“The amount of damage they have done to this party and to this country is insurmountable.”


—Kevin McCarthy, California


“We’re a ship that doesn’t have a rudder.”


—Mark Alford, Missouri


“We are a broken conference.”


—Troy Nehls, Texas


“You keep running lunatics, you’re going to be in this position.”


—Mike Lawler, New York


“We need to… get our heads out of our rear end.”


—Mike Waltz, Florida


“This is embarrassing for the Republican Party. It’s embarrassing for the nation.”


—McCarthy, again


“We put sharp knives in the hands of children, and they used them.”


—Tom Cole, Oklahoma


“Clearly, there’s a lot of people that have serious issues.”


—Tony Gonzales, Texas


“It makes us look like a bunch of idiots.”


—Austin Scott, Georgia


“This is a continuation of a pretty dysfunctional disease.”


—Dusty Johnson, South Dakota


“This is the worst team I’ve ever been on.”


—Mike Kelly, Pennsylvania





And those were just a few of the examples of House Republicans’ self-loathing you’ll find in these pages.


For all of 2023 and into the early months of 2024 I hung out on Capitol Hill and produced weekly essays for the Post on this self-described “clown show.” With the blessings of my editors, I built on those essays with additional reporting, analysis, and context to create this book. The events and scenes I recount are for the most part ones I witnessed in person or, when that was not possible, through the magic of C-SPAN. But I also relied on the work of a truly outstanding Capitol Hill press corps, which covers the place far more thoroughly and in much greater detail than it did when I was a young congressional reporter with the Wall Street Journal way back in the 1990s. I have credited my colleagues in the text and in the endnotes where I have relied on their reporting, and I apologize in advance for any I have overlooked.


I knew these House Republicans would furnish me with plenty of material. But there’s another reason I focused on them and not, say, their GOP counterparts in the Senate minority. In the House, Republicans were in control, with a relatively free hand to set the agenda. This is what it looks like when MAGA Republicans try to govern. My last book, The Destructionists: The Twenty-Five-Year Crack-Up of the Republican Party, which came out in 2022, showed how trends within the GOP since the mid-1990s explained the emergence of Trump. If that book aimed to explain how we got here, the purpose of this one is to explain what “here” is.


This book comes out in the fall of 2024, with the general election in full swing and voters deciding whether to return Donald Trump to the White House and Republicans to control of Congress. In making that decision, voters ought to know that this is what they would get if they return MAGA Republicans to power: the chaos, the conspiracy theories, the lies, the constant cultural and political warfare. It has been plenty bad during divided government. It would be much worse if, for the first time, MAGA Republicans controlled both the White House and Congress. When Trump was last in the White House, Congress reined in some of his excesses; even when the House was under Republican rule, the relatively steady hand of Speaker Paul Ryan checked some of the far right’s impulses. But MAGA Republicans now dominate the House GOP conference and are heading that way in the Senate.


As Nikki Haley liked to say during the Republican presidential primaries, “Chaos follows Trump.” Chaos now also follows House Republicans, because they follow Trump. They won’t temper his attacks on democracy, on the truth, on abortion and other freedoms, on migrants and minority groups, on basic decency. They will amplify those attacks. All the zany things House Republicans tried but failed to do in 2023 and 2024 could actually happen in 2025.


In the first section of this book, “Disinformation,” I explain the broken politics that brought this bizarre assortment of misfits to power. In the second, “Dysfunction,” I take you through the first year and more of comic incompetence and clownish missteps. In the third, “Disunion,” I revisit key moments to show that while MAGA Republicans failed as legislators, they succeeded in injecting paranoia, white nationalism, and outrageous lies and conspiracy theories into the national bloodstream—most of it for the sole purpose of pleasing Donald Trump.


I have aimed to be as comprehensive as possible to give readers a sense of the sheer volume of crazy that has been produced by this House majority. Some incidents are well known, as when Greene displayed, at a televised committee hearing, photos of Hunter Biden engaging in sex acts. Others may be more obscure, such as Santos’s visit to a karaoke bar, Colorado Republican Lauren Boebert’s fascination with public urination, Greene telling Boebert she was a “little bitch” on the House floor, McCarthy delivering a “kidney punch” to the frame of Tennessee Republican Tim Burchett, and a fierce fight by Republicans to protect their right to carry loaded guns into committee hearings. But there is no way to capture all the nuttiness. As I write this, it is the spring of 2024, and in the last few weeks alone:




The aforementioned Tony Gonzales, a Texas Republican, said of his right-wing colleagues: “I serve with some real scumbags.” He told CNN’s Dana Bash that “these people used to walk around with white hoods at night. Now they’re walking around with white hoods in the daytime.”


Michigan Republican Tim Walberg had this to say about help for the people of Gaza: “We shouldn’t be spending a dime on humanitarian aid. It should be like Nagasaki and Hiroshima. Get it over quick.” (He later said he meant the “exact opposite.”)


Mike Johnson, the House speaker, described some of those who breached the Capitol on Jan. 6, 2021, as “people who were there and just happened to be walking through the building.”


McCarthy, the former speaker, told an audience at Georgetown University “the truth why I’m not speaker: It’s because one person, a member of Congress, wanted me to stop an ethics complaint because he slept with a 17-year-old.” McCarthy was referring to Florida Republican Matt Gaetz.


Michael McCaul, chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee, could be heard at a committee meeting muttering “Go fuck yourself” to fellow Republican Darrell Issa of California, as the writer Ben Jacobs first reported.


Greene shared with her followers on social media that “God is sending America strong signs to tell us to repent. Earthquakes and eclipses and many more things to come.” She seemed not to understand that the April 2024 solar eclipse was just the latest in a series of predictable astronomical phenomena that have been occurring for billions of years.


Greene, backed by two GOP colleagues, filed a motion to “vacate the chair” and oust Johnson from the speakership. The only reason Johnson is keeping his job (for now) is because Democrats, weary of all the chaos, voted to save him.





It’s going to get even worse, because anybody with any sense in the House GOP is getting out. Five Republicans quit even before they could finish their current terms; the Republican majority at the moment is down to just one vote. Among the senior Republicans rushing to the exits are five committee chairs, eight subcommittee chairs, and former leaders such as Patrick McHenry of North Carolina, Cathy McMorris Rodgers of Washington, and McCarthy. I can’t say I blame them.


It has long been the case that ideological extremists on the right do a bad job of governing. A January 2024 paper by Vanderbilt University and University of Virginia researchers for the Center for Effective Lawmaking found that over the last 50 years, conservative Republicans have been “notably less effective” than moderate Republicans, even when Republicans have been in the majority. That’s in part because of their allergy to bipartisanship and compromise.


But now it’s worse than just ideological intransigence. Now we must add in the woeful inexperience of this House majority (median tenure: just four years), the truly bizarre characters who have prevailed in Republican primaries in recent years, the disorienting disinformation churned out by Trump and the MAGA media echo chamber, and the House GOP leadership vacuum. It’s no wonder that things are a mess and getting messier.


As you read on, keep in mind that this dysfunction is no accident. This is what MAGA Republican governance looks like.
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“An Absolute Disaster for the Republican Party”


ON NOV. 8, 2022, HOUSE REPUBLICAN LEADERS ASSEMBLED THE PARTY faithful for an Election Night celebration that wasn’t. The National Republican Congressional Committee had booked the capital’s Westin City Center, the ballroom of which could hold 600 revelers. “I’m very optimistic,” Ronna McDaniel, the Republican National Committee chairwoman, said in a Fox News live shot in front of the stage, decorated with “Take Back the House” signage, as polling places across the country began to close.


Republicans had been talking for months and months about a building “red wave” and even a “red tsunami” that would sweep President Joe Biden’s party from control of the Senate and give Republicans a handsome majority in the House. The House Republican leader, Kevin McCarthy, who stood to rise from minority leader to speaker, had begun the midterm election cycle with an eye-popping prediction: Republicans might exceed the 63-seat pickup they had won in the Tea Party election of 2010 during the Obama presidency. Claiming that 70 Democratic-held seats were in play, McCarthy initially predicted “one of the biggest election losses for Democrats”—of all time!


Even later and more sober predictions had Republicans picking up 20 or 30 seats—far more than the five they needed to take control of the House. Almost everyone assumed a big night for Republicans, and with good reason: History was on their side. The incumbent president’s party almost always loses seats in the midterms: Democrats lost 52 seats under Bill Clinton in ’94, Republicans lost 30 under George W. Bush in ’06, and Republicans lost 40 under Donald Trump in ’18. The political fundamentals also favored Republicans: Inflation was high, Biden’s popularity was low, and Americans were worried about crime.


Before the results rolled in, the Election Night atmosphere had been festive at a private NRCC reception for party high rollers, with McCarthy and McDaniel in attendance, before the main event in the Westin ballroom. As the larger, would-be victory celebration for the masses kicked off at 8 p.m., Republican staffers and lobbyists fanned out to the several open bars in the ballroom in giddy anticipation of the first results. They tuned the TVs to Fox News—all TVs at such gatherings are always tuned to Fox—and prepared to celebrate.


But the early signs showed surprisingly tight contests. By 10 p.m., even the cheerleaders on Fox News could not mask their sense that something had gone badly wrong. Republicans had hoped to flip Democratic-held seats in Virginia, Rhode Island, and Connecticut, but Democrats were leading. “I’m not quite sure about this,” host Bill Hemmer said. That vaunted red wave? “We have not seen that.”


“Not a wave,” agreed Mark Penn, a former Democratic pollster and now a Democratic detractor.


But host Bret Baier knew his audience and was not giving up hope. “It could be a pretty big swing in the House,” he ventured.


As lackluster results continued to trickle in, the crowd at the Westin trickled out. Reflecting the party’s initial confidence, McCarthy had planned to give a victory speech around 10 p.m. But the hour came and went in confused disappointment as McCarthy hid offstage. On Fox, the right-wing contributor Guy Benson was acknowledging that “if there’s a national wave building for the Republicans, it hasn’t quite materialized yet.”


By 11 p.m., Republican losses were piling up, with Democrats holding on to seats in New Hampshire, Pennsylvania, Virginia, and even Ohio that Republicans had hoped to take. “I think Republicans will have some soul-searching to do here,” proposed Fox’s Dana Perino. The network’s straight-shooting chief congressional correspondent, Chad Pergram, appeared on-screen to tell viewers it clearly would be a “smaller majority for Kevin McCarthy if he becomes speaker and Republicans win the House. That means possibly more headaches for him.” In remarks that would quickly prove prescient, Pergram said House GOP hardliners “could play Russian roulette with the debt ceiling.” A small majority meant just a few dissidents could tank any item on the Republican leaders’ agenda.


Baier grasped for hope. “You had the 30 seats [GOP gain forecast], now maybe we’re down to 20 or even fewer, but it’s still a majority,” he said.


After midnight, it became clear that Democrats were having a good night in Arizona, and Democrat John Fetterman, despite having suffered a stroke during the campaign, had beaten the Republican TV personality Mehmet Oz in the Pennsylvania Senate race.


A Politico reporter who was at the Westin heard a woman cry, “Oh no!”


The ballroom was by then all but empty. Aides, desperate to keep some semblance of a crowd, negotiated to keep the bars open past the planned closing time of 1 a.m., Politico’s Olivia Beavers and Hailey Fuchs reported. Only two rank-and-file House Republican lawmakers—Tom Massie of Kentucky and Debbie Lesko of Arizona—were on hand for the “celebration,” and Lesko skipped out early.


Now, late into the night, it had become clear that Democrats were going to maintain control of the Senate. It wasn’t even a sure thing that Republicans would secure the net gain of just five seats they needed to take the House, as had been universally expected. Against the sky-high expectations for Republicans in the midterm elections, this was a debacle.


“That is a searing indictment of the Republican Party,” conservative Fox contributor and Washington Post columnist Marc Thiessen said on the air at 1:25 a.m. “This is an absolute disaster for the Republican Party.” Even Baier had thrown in the towel. “This night turned out a lot different than a lot of people thought,” he acknowledged.


THE DISAPPOINTING REALITY WAS SETTING IN, BUT REPUBLICANS WERE refusing to accept it. Around the country, defeated Republican candidates were already howling, Trump style, about election fraud. In Arizona, the failed gubernatorial nominee, Kari Lake, took the stage at a Republican election-watch party in Scottsdale and spewed invective: “Corruption.” “Cheaters and crooks.” “BS and garbage.” “Incompetent people running the show in Arizona.” “Propagandists.” “Fake media.” “Incompetency.” Earlier in the night, before the results came in, Arizona Republicans, aligned with their D.C. counterparts, had been predicting a “red wave,” a “red tide,” and a “red tsunami.” Now Lake refused to concede defeat. “We will take the victory when it comes,” she said. As she departed the stage, Twisted Sister’s “We’re Not Gonna Take It” blasted from the loudspeakers.


Finally, around 2 a.m., staffers at the GOP party in Washington rounded up the remaining stragglers, now numbering in the double digits. To create the illusion of a packed room, aides gave the attendees signs to wave and moved them close to the stage. Fox alerted its dozing viewers: “I think we have Kevin McCarthy coming to the stage,” Baier said at 1:57 a.m. “This will be interesting.”


The aspiring speaker took the stage with McDaniel and Tom Emmer of Wisconsin, who as chairman of the NRCC had presided over the debacle. Emmer, a bear of a man, tried to pump up the applause. McCarthy forced a big grin. “It is clear that we are going to take back the House,” he said. Reading closely from his text, in his trademark singsong delivery, he added: “You are out late, but when you wake up tomorrow, we will be in the majority and Nancy Pelosi will be in the minority.”


The talking heads on Fox News were not buying it. “Not the night that he hoped for, certainly not,” host Martha MacCallum said.


Baier agreed, noting that Republicans had thought it possible they would gain 35 or more seats. “It’s probably going to be 10 or less,” he deduced, correctly.


Republicans had not secured a majority by the next morning. Or the next morning. Or the morning after that. Eventually, more than a week after the election, enough votes had been counted for news outlets to project that the Republicans would control the House by a meager four seats. That was the same number the Democrats had had in their majority before the election. Technically, the GOP had gained control of the House (while the Senate remained under Democratic control). But nothing about it felt like a win.


The last time Republicans had seized control of the House, during Barack Obama’s first term a dozen years earlier, Election Night had been a resounding triumph. John Boehner, the man who would become speaker, had broken into tears as he addressed the cheering throng on Election Night in another D.C. hotel ballroom. “I’ve spent my whole life chasing the American dream,” he told them. The crowd chanted “USA” to give him a chance to regain his composure. “I started out mopping floors, waiting tables, and tending bar at my dad’s tavern.”


McCarthy’s win, if it could be called that, came with no joy. Twice before, when Boehner resigned in 2015 and when McCarthy led House Republicans into the 2020 election, he had grasped for the speakership and been denied. Now that he’d won, he heard only recriminations. “The RED WAVE did not happen,” tweeted Mayra Flores, a Texas Republican, after being ousted by a Democrat. “Republicans and Independents stayed home. DO NOT COMPLAIN ABOUT THE RESULTS IF YOU DID NOT DO YOUR PART!”


How did this happen? Why had Republicans, despite the benefit of historic tailwinds, failed to rise to the moment? No doubt, the Supreme Court’s overturning of Roe v. Wade, which unleashed fury and fear on the left, had hurt Republicans in the midterms. But at least as important was another factor, politely dubbed “candidate quality” by Republicans such as Mitch McConnell, the Senate GOP leader. Put another way, Republicans stumbled because they had nominated an extraordinary assortment of hooligans, conspiracy theorists, saboteurs, insurrectionists, white nationalists, eccentrics, extremists, ignoramuses, and oddballs—many of whom had received Donald Trump’s endorsement. Not surprisingly, many of them lost.


They came from all walks of life, but for the most part they shared a common trait: They had lied about themselves and sold a bill of goods to the voters. They promulgated bogus conspiracy beliefs and conjured imaginary threats, policies, and programs. They lied about their opponents; they lied about the insurrection. Whether they believed such nonsense or whether they were cynically deceiving voters didn’t matter. Either way, theirs was a campaign of deception. These charlatans had hoped to ride a “red wave,” but the voters, thankfully, had no use for much of this flotsam.


Consider Ohio’s J. R. Majewski, who lavishly promoted QAnon conspiracy themes, bypassed police barriers outside the Capitol on Jan. 6 (he was “pissed off at myself” that he didn’t breach the Capitol building), and used 120 gallons of paint to turn his entire lawn into an enormous Trump banner. He issued a call to “abolish all unconstitutional three-letter agencies,” including the CIA. He said he was game to fight a civil war, and he made a campaign video in which he carried a rifle and said he would “bring this country back to its former glory” by doing “whatever it takes.”


One of the things “it takes,” apparently, is fabricating military and professional achievements. Majewski presented himself as an Air Force “combat veteran” whose “squadron was one of the first on the ground in Afghanistan after 9/11.” But his military records showed that Majewski had never deployed to Afghanistan and never engaged in combat; he spent six months helping to load planes at an air base in Qatar. Majewski also called himself “an executive” at the company where he worked, but his employer did not list him among its executives.


During the campaign, Majewski had visited Washington, where he held forth at a nightclub from a table announcing him as “Congressman J. R. Majewski,” the Daily Beast reported. The district in which he was running had been redrawn to favor Republicans, but “Congressman” Majewski still managed to lose to the incumbent Democrat, Marcy Kaptur.


Similarly, an ad for the Minnesota candidate Tyler Kistner by a super-PAC affiliated with House Republican leadership claimed he had “four combat deployments.” In reality, he’d served four tours in noncombat regions (the ad was withdrawn). Kistner himself had previously claimed that he “put the enemy six feet under.” The incumbent Democrat, Angie Craig, a top target for Republicans, prevailed.


In North Carolina, candidate Sandy Smith’s ex-husband claimed she tried to run him over with a car and menaced him with a frying pan. Another ex-husband alleged that she had bashed his head with an alarm clock while he was sleeping. Court records showed her own daughter at one point said Smith “held me down by my hair and punched me in the face with a closed fist.” In response to the allegations, Smith tweeted, “I never ran over anyone with a car and I never hit anyone in the head with a frying pan.”


But her assaults on reality could not be denied. She proclaimed that after the so-called fraud in the 2020 election (she blamed Dominion voting machines), there should be “trails [sic] & executions of those found guilty of treason.” She shared another social media post that invoked a conspiracy belief that alien lizards control the government. “Mike Pence is an extension of what the lizards want you to believe is ‘failed Republican leadership,’” it said. “That’s a psyOp. What’s REAL is that Mike Pence acted as an integral player in a deep state operation to pull off a Marxist Coup, usher in full communism, steal an election, disenfranchise the American right to vote and force a Bioweapon on the American populace.” Republicans had seen the open seat as a pickup opportunity, but that was before the alien lizards got involved, and Democrat Don Davis, a state senator, prevailed.


In Michigan, Trump-backed John Gibbs ousted an incumbent Republican in the primary (who had voted to impeach Trump)—only to lose the GOP-held seat to a Democrat, Hillary Scholten. Gibbs repeatedly offered bizarre claims on social media that Hillary Clinton’s 2016 campaign chairman, John Podesta, participated in a satanic ritual involving the drinking of blood and other bodily fluids. In college, Gibbs had written that women don’t “posess [sic] the characteristics necessary to govern” and that “the United States has suffered as a result of women’s suffrage” (because they rely on “emotional reasoning” and are responsible for “increasing the size and scope of government”). Though a Black man, he invoked the white nationalist belief that Democrats are “eroding the white population.”


North Carolina’s Bo Hines lost a seat that had belonged to Republicans. The Trump-backed political neophyte had drawn national attention when he maintained during a radio interview that the term “banana republic” referred not to an underdeveloped nation but rather to a clothing retailer. “A lot of people… say we’re in a banana republic,” Hines said. “I think that’s an insult to Banana Republics across the country. I mean, at least the manager of Banana Republic, unlike our president, knows where he is and why he’s there and what he’s doing.” A Democratic state senator, Wiley Nickel, took that seat.


In Virginia, Republicans hoped Yesli Vega could oust the Democratic incumbent Abigail Spanberger in a competitive district. But then Vega responded favorably to a questioner’s speculation that “it’s harder for a woman to get pregnant if she’s been raped.” Vega commented that “it wouldn’t surprise me, because it’s not something that’s happening organically. Right? You’re forcing it.”




Among the other failures:


Colorado’s newly drawn Eighth Congressional District was expected to go to Republican Barbara Kirkmeyer, who once led an attempt by 11 counties to secede and become their own state. Democrat Yadira Caraveo prevailed instead. Meanwhile, Colorado’s Seventh Congressional District was up for grabs because the Democratic incumbent had retired. Republican Erik Aadland, who followed the Proud Boys and other extremists on social media and who claimed the country was “on the brink of being taken over by a communist government,” lost to Democrat Brittany Pettersen.


New Hampshire’s First Congressional District, held by Democrat Chris Pappas, was one of Republicans’ top pickup opportunities. But their candidate was a 25-year-old former Trump White House staffer who had spread lies about the 2020 election and claimed that climate change “is a manufactured crisis by the Democrat Party.”


New Hampshire’s Second Congressional District, held by Democrat Ann Kuster, was also potentially in play. Her pro-Trump Republican challenger, Robert Burns, claimed that before an abortion could be performed to save the life of a woman, “we would need a panel in this sort of situation” to decide whether she could get the lifesaving procedure.


Washington’s Third Congressional District had been held by a Republican for 12 years. But the incumbent, Jaime Herrera Beutler, had voted to impeach Trump and was ousted in a primary. The Trump-backed nominee, Joe Kent, claimed that the Jan. 6 insurrection was an “intelligence operation,” that those facing trial for attacking the Capitol were “political prisoners,” and that the 2020 election was “rigged and stolen.” He lost, and Democrat Marie Gluesenkamp Perez picked up the seat.


Republicans had redrawn Arizona’s Fourth Congressional District in hopes of ousting the Democratic incumbent, Greg Stanton. But their candidate, Kelly Cooper, ran on a demand for the immediate release of those facing charges for their role in the insurrection. Cooper also likened IRS agents to the Gestapo. He lost.


Virginia’s Tenth Congressional District, held by Democrat Jennifer Wexton, had been another Republican target. But the GOP candidate, Hung Cao, did himself no favors with his over-the-top championing of guns, including the preposterous claim that, among homicide victims, “most people get bludgeoned to death and stabbed to death,” not shot. In truth, firearms cause nearly 75 percent of homicides, compared to 13 percent for blunt-object and stabbing homicides combined. Hung Cao became another Republican casualty.


Nevada’s newly drawn Fourth Congressional District was within Republicans’ grasp. But their nominee, Sam Peters, who used QAnon’s “QArmy” hashtag and characterized those facing charges for the insurrection as “civically engaged American citizens exercising their constitutional freedoms,” lost to Democratic congressman Steven Horsford.


New Jersey’s competitive Fifth Congressional District offered a chance to oust Democratic incumbent Josh Gottheimer. But the Republican candidate, Frank Pallotta, failed in a rematch of the 2020 election. Pallotta had called the Oath Keepers “good people” before they stormed the Capitol in 2021, saying, “I stand by them.”


And, of course, there was the at-large House seat in Republican-leaning Alaska. The cartoonish former Republican governor, Sarah Palin, tried to use the race for a political comeback—and that helped hand the seat to Mary Peltola, the first Democrat to win it in 50 years.





Had Republicans put up credible candidates in all these races and others, it’s plausible that they could have picked up the dozens of seats they had been expected to win. Instead, they floated a bunch of frauds—and the red wave never came.














Chapter 2
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“Voting for the Craziest Son of a Bitch in the Race”


ULTIMATELY THE BIGGER PROBLEM CAUSED BY THE 2022 MIDTERMS FOR House Republican leaders—and for Congress—wasn’t the large number of GOP crazies who lost. It was the large number who won.


Without a doubt, the losses by so many exotic Republican nominees for seats that might have been competitive cost Republicans a working majority. Swing voters and independents ran from the madness.


But for core Republican voters, crazy was not disqualifying. In many congressional districts, most of them safely Republican, where the winner of the GOP primary invariably wins the general election, the zanier candidates prevailed.


Take the case of Andy Ogles, now representing Tennessee’s Fifth Congressional District, which had been a Democratic seat but was redrawn after 2020 to make it safely Republican. Ogles had previously identified himself as an “economist, tax policy expert” and “Graduate—Vanderbilt Owen School [of Business].” He continued to claim “I’m an economist” after his election to the House. And he claimed to have a degree in “International Relations.”


But soon after the election, it became clear that Ogles had sold the voters a series of lies. Exhaustive reporting by Nashville’s NewsChannel 5 found that Ogles had merely participated in nondegree classes at Vanderbilt. His bachelor’s degree was in “Liberal Studies,” not international relations. And he had taken only one course in economics, at a community college, and received a C.


Ogles also claimed during the campaign to be “a former member of law enforcement” and a “trained police officer.” But it turned out he was merely a volunteer reserve deputy with a county sheriff’s office, and he lost that unpaid position because he didn’t attend meetings and made no progress in field training.


The Washington Post’s Glenn Kessler subsequently found that Ogles had falsely claimed to have been on the board of directors of various organizations. He also found that several business roles Ogles claimed to have had were exaggerated or “could not be corroborated”—including a consulting firm he claimed to have run for seven years that did not appear in Tennessee corporate records.


NewsChannel 5 even found that Ogles took in $25,000 in a GoFundMe campaign for a children’s burial garden (he promoted it with a photo of his own stillborn child), but the garden “never happened,” the station reported.


Also in the House Republicans’ Class of ’22: Anna Paulina Luna of Florida’s Thirteenth Congressional District, which had been redrawn from a Democratic seat to one that comfortably favored Republicans. Luna, a self-proclaimed “pro-life extremist” and election denier, had been propelled to stardom by the former Trump adviser Steve Bannon and Mike Lindell, the MyPillow CEO. The Washington Post’s Jacqueline Alemany and Alice Crites found Luna had embellished many aspects of her life story. She spoke of the threat to her life from a 4 a.m. “home invasion” she suffered, but her roommate at the time could recall no such thing, and police records instead referred to a daytime break-in when nobody was home. Her campaign biography said her father “spent time in and out of incarceration” during her childhood, but the Post found no records of prison sentences. Luna said she was “raised as a Messianic Jew” by her father, but immigration records and three family members said he was Catholic; Luna’s paternal grandfather served in the armed forces of Nazi Germany.


Months after joining Congress, Luna, pregnant with her first child, published a children’s book in which a Biden figure, drawn as a banana, cheats to win a footrace against a Trump figure, represented by an orange. She also was part of a four-person team pushing for a select committee to investigate UFOs.


From Wisconsin came Derrick Van Orden, who won his election after the incumbent Democrat retired rather than face likely defeat in the rural, increasingly Republican Third Congressional District. Van Orden had joined the crowd at the Capitol on Jan. 6. He reportedly even paid for the trip with $4,000 of campaign cash left over from his previous (but unsuccessful) run for Congress. He claimed he never entered the Capitol grounds, but social media posts showed otherwise, placing him inside a restricted area closed off by barriers.


Van Orden doesn’t require an insurrection to be disruptive. In 2021, a 17-year-old library worker in Wisconsin said he threatened her because a gay pride book was on display at the library, shouting and “aggressively shoving the books around” and demanding to know who arranged the display so he could “teach them a lesson.”


Once in Congress, he made a name for himself by yelling and cursing at high school students serving as Senate pages because they were taking photos from the floor of the Rotunda (it was their last week on the job). The representative called them “lazy shits” and told them to “get the fuck up,” reported Punchbowl News. Van Orden refused to apologize.


Also elected in 2022 was Ohio’s Max Miller, who had been a midlevel aide in Trump’s White House. His former girlfriend from the time, White House press secretary Stephanie Grisham, accused him of physical abuse and violence. Grisham reported the alleged abuse by Miller to the president and First Lady, who seemed “totally unfazed.” Miller’s defamation lawsuit against Grisham was dismissed.


The eccentricities of Class of ’22 member Ryan Zinke of Montana were already well known in Washington. As Donald Trump’s secretary of the interior, he rode a horse to work on his first day, and he ordered the department to fly a special “secretarial flag” from the building’s roof whenever Zinke was in residence. He resigned under pressure in 2018 in the face of multiple probes into his real estate dealings, and the Interior Department’s inspector general found that Zinke repeatedly violated federal ethics rules while in office.


Just days after being sworn in as a member of the new Congress, Zinke went to the House floor to announce that he had triumphed over the “Deep State,” which, in Zinke’s imagination, is a cabal that secretly runs the government. “Despite the Deep State’s repeatedly [sic] attempts to stop me, I stand before you as a duly elected member of the United States Congress and tell you that a Deep State exists, and it is perhaps the strongest covert weapon the left has against the American people.”


Zinke went on to say that “the Deep State runs secret messaging campaigns with one goal in mind: to increase its power to censor and persuade the American people.” Claiming that “shell organizations” funded by foreign investors “repeatedly attempt to destroy the American West,” the lawmaker said “they want to wipe out the American cowboy completely.”


Yee-haw.


WITH SUCH AN EXTRAORDINARY LINEUP OF LUNACY, IT WAS GOING TO BE difficult for members of the freshman class to distinguish themselves as the nuttiest of the nutty. But there were many fine attempts.


Florida Republican Cory Mills celebrated his appointments to the House Armed Services and Foreign Affairs committees by handing out grenades to members of Congress. He wrote in a note accompanying the munitions that “it is my pleasure to give you a 40 mm grenade, made for an MK19 grenade launcher” (not included). Only at the bottom of the page would recipients find an asterisk labeling the weapon “inert.” (This was not Mills’s first stint as arms dealer: The co-founder of a security business, he previously claimed to have “sold tear gas used on Black Lives Matter protesters.”)


Mike Collins of Georgia, who carried an assault rifle in a campaign video, falsely claimed during the campaign that Trump had won the Peach State in 2020, and Collins spoke in support of defendants charged in the Jan. 6 insurrection. Once elected, Collins promptly hired as his chief of staff one Brandon Phillips, who had been arrested the previous month on a charge of animal cruelty for allegedly kicking a dog and cutting its belly, Politico’s Daniel Lippman reported. (Collins’s office didn’t respond to my request for an update.) The staffer had resigned as Trump’s Georgia director in 2016 after his prior criminal history came out: He had pleaded guilty to battery. Collins further distinguished himself by speculating on the House floor in 2023 that a spate of train derailments was caused by “Norfolk Southern’s DEI”—diversity, equity, and inclusion—“policies directing resources away from the important things like greasing wheel bearings.” Added Collins: “This insanity must stop.”


Trump-backed Harriet Hageman of Wyoming, who had ousted Liz Cheney in a primary, claimed during the campaign that the 2020 “election was rigged” and echoed a QAnon allegation that “Joe Biden is the largest or the most destructive human trafficker in our history.” Her conspiracy theorizing at one hearing was so bizarre that the (Trump-appointed) FBI director Christopher Wray called it “insane.”


Eli Crane of Arizona, another star of the Class of ’22, referred to Black Americans as “colored people” on the floor of the House. (He said he “misspoke.”) Iowa’s Zach Nunn described the bloody insurrection as “a bunch of middle-aged individuals… walking onto the floor.” And in court in 2021, Texas’s Monica De La Cruz had overcome accusations by her estranged husband of “cruel and aggressive conduct” toward his then 14-year-old daughter. (De La Cruz denied it.)


And from Long Island, New York, came a young gay Republican who, on the strength of his extraordinary résumé, won an open seat previously held by a Democrat. Before long, George Santos would become the most famous of all the members of the Class of ’22.


THIS WAS, WITHOUT A DOUBT, THE ZANIEST BUNCH OF LAWMAKERS TO ENTER the House of Representatives since… well, since the Class of ’20.


That batch included Georgia’s Marjorie Taylor Greene, who was famous for, among other things, promoting such beliefs as: Jewish space lasers start forest fires; Democratic officials ought to be executed; pandemic public health restrictions were akin to actions of Nazi Germany; joining the U.S. military is “like throwing your life away”; the 9/11 attacks were an inside job; various school shootings were faked; members of Congress are being spied on by “Nancy Pelosi’s Gazpacho Police”; Bill Clinton and Barack Obama are murderers; and “the Democrats are a party of pedophiles.”


Shortly after the 2022 election, she went to a gala held by the New York Young Republicans and shared with the crowd the latest outrage she had discovered. “You can pick up a butt plug or a dildo at Target and CVS nowadays,” she informed them. She also offered thoughts on how the Jan. 6 insurrection could have succeeded. “I want to tell you something,” Greene said. “If [former Trump strategist] Steve Bannon and I had organized that, we would have won. Not to mention, it would have been armed.”


Also arriving in the House after the 2020 election was Lauren Boebert of Colorado, who said she would carry her Glock in Washington, joked about a Muslim congressional colleague’s being a suicide bomber, blamed Anthony Fauci for causing puppies to be “eaten alive,” indignantly proclaimed that “we’re not a democracy,” and routinely accused trans people and those on the left of “grooming” children for pedophiles. Her Christmas card photo showed her children posing with AR-15–style weapons.


In a signature moment, Boebert and her boyfriend were escorted out of a Denver performance of the musical Beetlejuice in September 2023 after the venue accused her of vaping, singing, recording, and “causing a disturbance.” During the show, a pregnant woman said Boebert refused her request to stop vaping. The U.S. representative, in turn, blew smoke at the woman. Boebert denied the claims. Then the venue released video surveillance footage showing Boebert vaping, singing, using flash photography, and behaving aggressively toward staff. It also showed her boyfriend groping her breasts and Boebert groping his crotch. Boebert, then a 36-year-old grandmother, attributed her behavior to a “difficult divorce” she was going through.


And the divorce, complete with restraining order and public accusations, wasn’t her only difficulty. Facing potential defeat by a Democrat, she announced at the end of 2023 that she would instead run for a vacant seat in a more Republican district.


Boebert’s 2020 classmate Matt Rosendale of Montana also saw the personal overtake his political ambitions. In rapid succession, he withdrew his bid for the Senate and then his reelection to the House in early 2024, saying he was the victim of “false and defamatory rumors against me and my family.” Former Democratic senator Heidi Heitkamp of North Dakota had publicly floated a “rumor” that he “impregnated a 20-year-old staff person,” which Rosendale denied.


The GOP Class of ’20 also included a gun dealer, Andrew Clyde of Georgia. Clyde handed out AR-15 lapel pins to colleagues (who happily wore them), and he opposed the awarding of the Congressional Gold Medal to police officers who had defended the Capitol on Jan. 6. Clyde had famously called the attack a “normal tourist visit.”


Nancy Mace of South Carolina, duly elected in 2020, was known for her erratic voting, office management (her chief of staff left in a mass staff exodus and then ran in a primary campaign against her), and public pronouncements. Speaking at an annual prayer breakfast, she informed the crowd that her fiancé “tried to pull me by my waist over this morning in bed,” but she turned him down. “He can wait. I’ll see him later tonight,” Mace told the worshippers. The couple later split.


And rounding out the roster for the Class of ’20 was Ronny Jackson of Texas, who as White House physician under Donald Trump was known as “Candyman” for liberally dispensing pills without paperwork. His subsequent nomination by Trump to be secretary of veterans affairs fell through over allegations that he had been drunk on the job, had an explosive temper, and fostered a toxic work environment.


The toxicity continued after his election. On the same day as a mass shooting at an Indiana mall and two months after the Uvalde school massacre in his home state, Jackson tweeted a photo of himself holding two AR-15s (one aimed at his toes) with the words “I will NEVER surrender my AR-15. If Democrats want to push an insane gun-grab, they can COME AND TAKE IT!” At a rodeo outside Amarillo in the summer of 2023, Jackson got into an altercation with a state trooper—disobeying the officer, lunging and jabbing at him, and calling him “a fucking full-on dick” who had “better recalculate, motherfucker.” Jackson referred to himself as “a retired U.S. Navy Rear Admiral,” but in fact the Navy had demoted him in 2022 because of his antics as White House doctor.


This extraordinary influx of dubious characters added to an already broad base of oddballs that had arrived during the Trump years:


Matt Gaetz of Florida, elected in 2016, a hotheaded champion of Trump and insurrectionists, liked to brag to his House colleagues about his sexual conquests. The Justice Department investigated Gaetz as part of a sex-trafficking probe that led to a friend of his being sentenced to 11 years in prison for offenses including sex trafficking of a minor. The probe ended without charges for Gaetz, but the House Ethics Committee then resumed its investigation into whether Gaetz “engaged in sexual misconduct and/or illicit drug use, shared inappropriate images or videos on the House floor,” and more.


In a typical Gaetz move, he hired as his legislative assistant for military policy a former Army National Guard sergeant who had spent eight years in prison as a war criminal for murdering an Afghan civilian.


Ralph Norman of South Carolina was elected the same year as Gaetz. Norman called for Trump to bring out the military to overturn the 2020 election by declaring martial law—but didn’t know how to spell it. “Our LAST HOPE is invoking Marshall Law!!” he wrote in a text to Trump’s chief of staff.


Clay Higgins of Louisiana came to Congress after a career as a police officer in which he resigned from two separate police departments under clouds, first for alleged misconduct (he was accused of assaulting a Black bystander) and later for a video talking about the “animals” of a mostly Black gang. In Congress, he posts violence-themed messages on social media using military and police codes. In a typical post on Facebook, he threatened that if Black Lives Matter protesters came armed to a Louisiana protest, “I’ll drop any 10 of you where you stand.” He added that “we don’t want to see your worthless ass” and vowed that “your journey will end, fast. How fast? 1,450 FPS fast.” He was referring to the speed of a rifle bullet.


Also serving in Congress since 2017 was Louisiana’s Mike Johnson, a far-right advocate of biblical “covenant marriage.” He blamed legal abortion for mass shootings and entered into an electronic monitoring system with his teenage son that would send each an alert if the other accessed pornography. Johnson would tell a group of Christian nationalists in 2023 that God had chosen him to be the new Moses of the Republicans.


The more seasoned oddballs included Arizona’s Paul Gosar, a former dentist with extensive ties to white nationalist leaders and groups, and Maryland’s Andy Harris, an anesthesiologist who said he prescribed the deworming drug ivermectin to treat covid. Andy Biggs (Arizona) and Scott Perry (Pennsylvania), had, along with Gaetz, sought preemptive pardons from Trump for their efforts to overturn the 2020 election, according to the Jan. 6 committee. (They denied this.) Biggs, for his part, was a class act. At an Election Night party in Arizona for the 2022 midterms, he joked about the hammer attack on Nancy Pelosi’s husband at their home that left him with a fractured skull. According to Biggs, Pelosi was “losing the gavel but finding the hammer.”


And Perry, who headed the right-wing House Freedom Caucus throughout 2023, was a conspiracy-theory devotee who saw Islamic terrorists around every corner. Text messages revealed in court filings showed that he texted constantly with Trump lawyers, White House officials, and state government leaders about his various schemes to block the certification of the 2020 election results. According to the congressional panel investigating the Jan. 6 attack on the Capitol, Perry even tried to sell the Trump administration on the idea that an Italian defense contractor had conspired with the CIA to use military satellites to change Trump votes to Biden votes—an idea a Trump Justice Department official called “pure insanity.”


But insanity is no vice in this GOP. Perry, as head of the Freedom Caucus, was one of the most powerful figures in the House.


REPUBLICANS WERE NOT TRADING UP WITH THESE CHARACTERS. WITH EACH election cycle, more of the sensible members of the House Republican caucus retired, fed up with the growing power of the crazies—and were replaced with yet more crazies. Among the more reasonable and reputable House lawmakers who had been forced into retirement in 2022 by MAGA Republicans or quit in disgust were Liz Cheney, Adam Kinzinger, and six other Republicans who had voted to impeach Donald Trump after the Jan. 6 insurrection. Only two of the 10 who voted their conscience that day, David Valdao and Dan Newhouse, won reelection—and Trump was still pushing to oust Newhouse in a 2024 primary. Fred Upton of Michigan, well liked on both sides of the aisle, retired after 36 years in the House, citing, in part, regular death threats he had received. Among his offenses: voting for a bipartisan infrastructure deal, which prompted Marjorie Taylor Greene to brand him a “traitor” and post his phone number on social media. “You’re a fucking piece of shit traitor. I hope you die,” went one of the resulting voicemails, which Upton played on CNN. The caller also wished death upon Upton’s family and staff.


And the attempted purging of moderates continues in the 2024 election cycle. After antiabortion activist Mark Houck was arrested and charged with assault at an abortion clinic (he was later acquitted), several House Republicans turned him into a celebrity. Perry brought him as his guest to the 2023 State of the Union address, the House Judiciary Committee featured him as a witness at a hearing, and lawmakers accused a “tyrannical” FBI of “raiding” his house. (In fact, agents knocked at his door, and he surrendered without incident.)


Houck then used his newfound fame to launch an unsuccessful primary challenge against one of the few Republican moderates in the House, Pennsylvania’s Brian Fitzpatrick. Houck’s campaign to oust Fitzpatrick included a call for an abortion ban without exceptions for rape or incest and Houck’s tale of overcoming a pornography addiction. He said that he “didn’t want to run for Congress” but was encouraged to challenge Fitzpatrick by Perry and three other House Republicans.


Similarly, far-right House Republicans endorsed a primary challenger to moderate Texas Republican Tony Gonzales. Gaetz’s communications director gave the challenger, Brandon Herrera (a “known neo-Nazi,” Gonzales alleged on CNN), a tour of the Capitol, which Herrera celebrated on Instagram. Gaetz joined Illinois Republican Mary Miller in endorsing a primary challenge to a mainstream Illinois Republican, Mike Bost, CNN’s Melanie Zanona reported. And on and on.


AFTER SEVERAL ELECTION CYCLES OF PURGES, THE HOUSE GOP NO LONGER has a critical mass of grown-ups to stop the madness. The Congressional Research Service found that the average length of service in the House for members of both parties was 8.5 years, down from 10.3 years in 2009. But the median tenure for a House Republican was just four years. Most didn’t know a time before Trump took a wrecking ball to the American political system.


It’s no mystery why this has happened. Thanks in part to excessive gerrymandering, all but a handful of House seats are from uncompetitive districts. One of the best recent examples is North Carolina, where voters are about evenly split between Republicans and Democrats and where the 14 congressional seats are evenly split between the parties, 7–7. But Republicans, who control the state legislature, redrew a map in late 2023 so that 10 of the 14 congressional districts are all but guaranteed to elect a Republican—no matter who is on the ballot.


In this environment, where maps have been engineered to make seats uncompetitive in general elections, the surest way for a Republican to get elected and reelected to Congress is to appeal to the tiny, fanatical sliver of the electorate that participates in Republican primaries—the ones whose views are most informed, or rather misinformed, by Fox News and the darkest corners of the web.


In the summer of 2023, a nonpartisan election reform group, Unite America, issued a report finding that just 8 percent of voters had effectively elected 83 percent of the members of Congress. This is because not even one in five eligible voters participates in primaries, which in most districts are the only competitive elections.


Unite America, as my Washington Post colleague Karen Tumulty noted, looked at the elections of eight of the House Republicans best known for blocking the House from conducting its business: Biggs, Crane, Boebert, Gaetz, Greene, Rosendale, Dan Bishop of North Carolina, and Bob Good of Virginia. These eight leading troublemakers were effectively elected by just 12 percent of the voters in their districts, or 543,998 people—and these eight districts contain just 2 percent of the overall U.S. electorate.


In effect, this means that, in a country of 330 million, just over half a million people can, through their votes in Republican primaries, essentially bring the government to a halt. This is no way to run a country and certainly no way for a democracy to function. But this is our current reality.


This is not to absolve Democrats, who commit their own redistricting shenanigans and elect their share of exotic candidates. But there is a fundamental difference. The Democratic primary electorate is more ideologically diverse, with a larger proportion of moderates participating. In 2023, Gallup found that 72 percent of Republicans identified as conservative, whereas 54 percent of Democrats called themselves liberals. This results in fewer extremist Democrats winning primaries in safe districts and therefore holding fewer seats in the House. And this, in turn, helps to explain why the Democratic House in 2021 and 2022 was able to function with a slim five-seat majority but the Republican House in 2023, with a similarly slim majority, struggled to get anything done.


Ideological “polarization” is a misnomer, for there is far more extremism in the GOP. The nonpartisan Pew Research Center found that, from 1971 to 2022, House Democrats became 23 percent more liberal, while Republicans became more than 100 percent more conservative. On a left-to-right scale of –1.0 to 1.0, House Democrats are at –0.38, while House Republicans are at 0.51. The political scientists call this “asymmetric polarization”: One side is measurably nuttier than the other.


Measured by numbers of extremists, there’s no comparison. There are more than four times as many extremists in the Republicans’ far right House Freedom Caucus than there are in the Democrats’ nearest equivalent, the far-left “Squad,” an informal group of eight—several of whom face primary challenges in 2024 from more centrist candidates. There are five overlapping ideological caucuses in the House GOP, dubbed the “five families,” in reference to the 1930s mafia crime families: the relatively moderate (and bipartisan) Problem Solvers, Republican Governance Group, and Main Street Caucus; the conservative Republican Study Group; and the far-right Freedom Caucus. But the Freedom Caucus routinely prevails over the others because of its constant threats to blow up the legislative process.


Republicans who stray too far from far-right orthodoxy in Congress are punished back home. In 2021, for example, county Republican parties censured 21 of their fellow Republicans, the website Five ThirtyEight found, compared to five Democrats censured by county Democratic parties. In North Carolina, the state GOP voted to censure Republican Senator Thom Tillis for an unforgivable sin: working with Democrats on immigration, LGBTQ rights, and gun-violence prevention. In 2024, the Oklahoma Republican Party censured conservative Republican senator James Lankford because he dared to negotiate a border security compromise with Democrats.


Tom Massie of Kentucky, one of the two rank-and-file lawmakers who bothered to attend McCarthy’s Election Night fete, often tells the story of when he first won election to Congress, in 2012. He thought GOP primary voters favored libertarians. Eventually, it dawned on him that philosophy had little to do with it. “What I realized is they’re not voting for the libertarian leaning, you know, Republican ideology,” he said. “They’re voting for the craziest son of a bitch in the race. And I happened to be that.”


This cycle of extremism, repeated every two years, has left House Republicans without a grown-up in the room to stop the wildest impulses of the conspiracy crowd. And, as the 118th Congress began, the “craziest SOBs” held the balance of power in the U.S. House of Representatives.
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“Look, There’s a Lot of Frauds in Congress. I Mean, George Santos Is the Least of This Country’s Worries”


NEW YORK WAS ONE OF THE FEW BRIGHT SPOTS FOR REPUBLICANS ON Election Night 2022. They picked up three seats that Democrats had held. In the Third Congressional District, which extends from Queens into Long Island’s wealthy North Shore, George Santos scored a mild upset, winning an open seat that had previously belonged to a Democrat.


The Trump-backing 34-year-old, who identified himself as a gay man and a “proud American Jew,” the grandson of Holocaust survivors and son of a Latino-immigrant mother who was in the South Tower of the World Trade Center on 9/11, had a compelling life story.


He said that he had been a star volleyball player at Baruch College, then went on to get a business degree from New York University, score top jobs at Citigroup and Goldman Sachs, and amass a fortune in real estate. He had a successful acting career on the side and helped produce a Broadway hit. He knew tragedy—four employees at one of his companies were killed in the Orlando gay nightclub shooting—and was full of compassion, creating a charity that saved the lives of more than 2,500 dogs and cats.


As the world now knows, all of it was a lie. In real life, George Santos had been a drag queen in Brazil. And he would soon be indicted for fraudulently receiving unemployment insurance and for stealing donors’ identities and using their credit cards to enrich himself. Republican leaders knew he was a fraud, yet they kept voters in the dark, and even helped Santos, with their endorsements and money, win a seat in Congress.


Worse, House Republican leaders stood by Santos even after he was exposed as a fraud. The reason was simple, if craven—and it said everything you need to know about their nihilistic pursuit of power. Kevin McCarthy needed Santos’s vote, first to be elected speaker in a vote of the House and then, because Republicans had only a four-seat majority, to pass the Republican agenda on the House floor.


McCarthy could have refused to seat Santos, daring him to challenge the decision in court, or expelled him immediately after seating him—but he did neither. Instead, McCarthy—even as he removed Democrat Adam Schiff from the House Intelligence Committee because he allegedly “lied to the American people” during Trump’s first impeachment—named Santos to the Small Business Committee and the Science, Space, and Technology Committee.


In fairness, Santos did have relevant small-business experience. He went from having only $55,000 in earned income in 2020 to claiming that he loaned his campaign $700,000 in the 2022 cycle, apparently earned from a “family firm” that had $80 million in assets but no listed clients. (Later, Santos voluntarily surrendered the assignments.)


“You know why I’m standing by him?” McCarthy said of Santos. “Because his constituents voted for him.” Constituents whom Santos deceived—with McCarthy’s complicity. McCarthy continued to stand by Santos even after federal prosecutors in May 2023 indicted him on 13 counts of wire fraud, money laundering, stealing public funds, and lying in his federal disclosures.


McCarthy stood by Santos even after a paid fundraiser for Santos was indicted on federal charges of wire fraud and identity theft for impersonating McCarthy’s own chief of staff in a bid to coerce contributions to Santos’s campaign.


This is why the Santos affair was a damning distillation of what House Republicans had allowed themselves to become. Santos was a charlatan, but charlatans have been elected to Congress since the Founding. What distinguished Santos was that party leaders helped him get elected even though they knew better, and then they kept him in office for nearly a year even though it was obvious he had no business being there. Only one thing mattered: They needed his vote.


Perhaps there was another reason why McCarthy and his House GOP leadership team stuck with Santos for nearly a year. Santos was, in a sense, showing the party what it had become, just as Trump had done eight years earlier. Trump recognized that the party faithful were awash in conspiracy theories and paranoia, fueled by Fox News and the rest of the right-wing echo chamber; they had been conditioned to embrace “alternative facts,” in a Trump aide’s immortal formulation, and Trump supplied them. Compared to Trump’s insurrection-provoking lies, Santos’s inventions were relatively easy to swallow. “Really, who lies about playing college volleyball?” Congresswoman Nancy Mace, the South Carolina Republican, joked onstage at a Washington gala. “If you’re going to lie, at least make it about something big, like you actually won the 2020 presidential election.”


Or, as Republican congressman Tony Gonzales of Texas put it on CBS’s Face the Nation: “Look, there’s a lot of frauds in Congress. I mean, George Santos is the least of this country’s worries.”


Another Trump innovation was the discovery that, because of intense tribal partisanship in the GOP, there was no longer such a thing as shame or disgrace. Trump, caught in wrongdoing or scandal, blamed the “Deep State” or the “globalists”—and the party rallied to his defense. This politics of victimhood was the essence of Trump (who could, and did, claim it was sunny when it was raining). Trump loved to complain about the “witch-hunts” and the “hoaxes” and how unfairly he was treated by the “fake news”—and many Republicans believed him. Naturally, the technique filtered down to the rank and file. Where once there was shame, there was now only grievance, directed at imagined conspiracies of dark forces. When Luna and Ogles were caught fabricating their past, they played the victim, claiming persecution by leftists. Santos, too, used this playbook. His lies are everybody else’s fault—honest!


Like Trump, Santos claimed to be the victim of a “witch-hunt” by “desperate journalists” and “enemies” in the press who are “not interested in covering the facts.” He complained that the “weaponized justice system is going after conservatives,” adding, “If they can do it to Trump, imagine what they can do to us.” He alleged victimization by “politicians” and “party leaders”—including Republican officials who he suggested doctored his résumé without his knowledge to include fake test scores and a fake MBA from New York University.


The Long Island liar blamed unnamed others for financial irregularities at his bogus pet-rescue charity. He blamed Portuguese translators for his wild claim that he survived an assassination attempt. He suggested that unknown others framed him 12 years ago by setting up a Wikipedia page attributing to him a successful drag and acting career. “I have to sit down and endure people say[ing] things about me that are absolutely not true,” Santos protested.


People saying untrue things? The nerve!


He complained about his “uncomfortable” fame. “I can’t stand it,” said the guy who came early to snag a center-aisle seat at the State of the Union. Sad! Particularly because all Santos wanted was to be “a good servant to the American people… giving back what I’ve been able to reap.” (From that Ponzi scheme where he worked, perchance?)


Yet one element of Santos’s defense rang true to me. “If the media put the equal amount of effort and resources,” he said, “on all 435 members of the House and 100 members of the Senate, I think the American people would have more clarity about who represents them in Congress.”


I agree. The vast majority of House members, because they don’t face competitive general elections, never get a proper vetting because the parties can’t be bothered, and local media has been decimated. How many others have faked their way to high office with bogus claims, or have claimed backgrounds and associations that wouldn’t hold up to scrutiny in the light of day? This shared vulnerability was likely one more reason so many of Santos’s Republican colleagues refused to expel this fraud. That, and the utter absence of leadership.


THERE HAVE ALWAYS BEEN ODDBALLS, EXTREMISTS, AND CONSPIRACY THEORISTS on Capitol Hill. But now there’s a crucial difference. Until recently, congressional leaders kept the fanatics in line. They criticized them publicly or denied them plum committee assignments.


John Boehner, the Republican speaker of the House from 2011 through 2015, did battle with what he called the “crazy caucus,” a euphemism for the far-right Freedom Caucus. After attempts by the hardliners to force him out as speaker, he resigned in disgust. Similarly, Paul Ryan, the Republican speaker for three years starting in late 2015, struggled to keep the growing crazy caucus under control before he quit, also in failure. Though not as courageous as Boehner (Ryan joined Fox Corporation as a director), Ryan did, in 2021, condemn “yes-men and flatterers flocking to Mar-a-Lago.”


Alas for Republicans, and for the country, Kevin McCarthy, elected in 2018 to succeed Ryan as the House GOP leader, was a thorough yes-man and flatterer who did flock to Mar-a-Lago for Trump’s approval after fleetingly criticizing Trump for instigating the Jan. 6 attack.


In essence, McCarthy and his leadership team, after watching the failures of Boehner and Ryan, concluded that the only way to lead the extremists was to be led by them. To further their own ambition, the cowards would enable the crazies.


One member of McCarthy’s leadership team didn’t merely enable the crazies but became one herself after undergoing a thorough reinvention. Once upon a time, Elise Stefanik of New York, a Harvard graduate who co-chaired a small group of Republican moderates in the House, boasted about her bipartisan efforts, rejected the party’s tax-cutting orthodoxy, and condemned Trump’s “insulting” treatment of women, his “untruthful statements,” and his proposed Muslim ban and border wall. But after Trump won in 2016, she reinvented herself as a MAGA Republican, and she ultimately succeeded in ousting, and replacing, Trump critic Liz Cheney as House Republican Conference chairwoman.


McCarthy, by contrast, had never shown any interest in ideology, nor in policy. He was perfectly malleable on matters of principle, adopting whatever sincerely held belief matched the moment. He was a savvy operator and a master at the backslapping aspect of politics, and he was by all accounts well liked among colleagues. But when it comes to substance, he was an amiable dunce, as he demonstrated memorably and repeatedly over the years.


Back in 2021, when McCarthy had made a typically mindless claim that mask-wearing during the pandemic wasn’t supported by “science,” NBC News’ Frank Thorp asked then-speaker Nancy Pelosi for a response.


“He’s such a moron,” Pelosi replied.


That was a matter of opinion. But what McCarthy did next was, well, moronic. He launched a fundraising campaign in which, for a contribution of $25 or more, he would send the donor a T-shirt that said “MORON” in big letters. “You’re a top patriot and HE NEEDS YOU to get this t-shirt to oppose HER & the Radical Socialist Left,” the solicitation urged.


It was a remarkable self-own. McCarthy figured that his supporters would enjoy identifying themselves as morons as much as he enjoyed the label. The moron T-shirt offer fizzled.


Such moments had been something of a McCarthy signature.


After just one term in Congress, he had ascended to Republican chief deputy whip in 2009, and one of his first major projects was to build a new website for House Republicans, called americaspeakingout.com. The idea was for Republicans to crowd-source policy ideas and have people vote them up or down. McCarthy was very proud of the software. “I personally traveled to Washington state and discovered a Microsoft program that helped NASA map the moon,” he boasted.


Using lunar software was appropriate, because the responses to the Republicans’ request for policy ideas were far out:




“End Child Labor Laws,” suggested one helpful participant. “We coddle children too much. They need to spend their youth in the factories.”


“A ‘teacher’ told my child in class that dolphins were mammals and not fish!” another complained. “And the same thing about whales! We need TRADITIONAL VALUES in all areas of education. If it swims in the water, it is a FISH. Period! End of Story.”


“I know this guy in Nigeria he says he’s going to inherit a lot of money…”





The website was overrun by pranksters, and McCarthy’s brainchild was shut down.


But McCarthy endured, rising to majority whip, then Republican leader. He famously lost a chance to be speaker in 2015 when he admitted to Fox’s Sean Hannity that Republicans had created a select committee to probe the terrorist attack on U.S. diplomats in Benghazi, Libya, for the express purpose of hurting Hillary Clinton’s presidential prospects. “Her numbers are dropping. Why? Because she’s untrustable,” McCarthy said in his inimitable way.


In 2016, McCarthy told fellow Republicans he believed Donald Trump was on Vladimir Putin’s payroll—“swear to God.” Aghast, then-speaker Paul Ryan silenced McCarthy.


In 2018, McCarthy tweeted, then deleted, a warning that three men of Jewish descent, George Soros, Tom Steyer, and Mike Bloomberg, wanted “to BUY this election!”


On 60 Minutes in 2019, McCarthy was asked about then-president Donald Trump’s infamous request of the Ukrainian president, “I’d like you to do us a favor, though.” McCarthy, unaware this was a verbatim quote from the White House transcript, accused CBS of doctoring it.


Later, McCarthy trumpeted on Fox News an apocryphal report that Biden “is going to control how much meat you can eat.” McCarthy also claimed not to know about QAnon (which he called “Q-on”): “I don’t know if I say it right. I don’t even know what it is.” He had spoken several times previously about QAnon, by name.


All along, he waged a brave, lonely battle against the English language. He joined other GOP leaders at weekly news conferences, at which he would invariably step to the microphone, open his eyes wide, and say something baffling.


In 2014, I chronicled McCarthy’s musings on blind justice (“You see the Supreme Court, you see the statue sitting there, blinded in the process with the weights in between”), on Obamacare enrollment (“He only totes the 8 million… How can we fall going forward?”), and on charter schools (“This is a great strength of a change making an equalizer inside for economy throughout”). In a 2015 foreign policy address, he announced that he had visited “Hungria” and lamented that Russia is “keeping the place of the band on America.” He also scolded the Department of Veterans Affairs for failing to assist returning service members “who fought to the death in Ramadi.”


He sounded like part Yoda, part Google Translate. I asked McCarthy’s then-communications director, Matt Sparks, if the leader had a speech disability (in which case I obviously wouldn’t ridicule him). But Sparks made no such claim, instead calling my interest in McCarthy’s words “a bit sad and very odd.”


The very day Pelosi called him a moron, McCarthy complained on the House floor that the latest mask guidance came from a study in India (not so) of an unapproved vaccine (also not so) that “didn’t even pass purr review.” Meow!


The day after Pelosi called him a moron, he offered more McCarthyisms:




On President Biden: “The president, we sat to met with, that we wanted to be—keep our path be energy independent.”


On a retired colleague: “Former liberal senator Barbara Boxer is now has the effect of being robbed in Oakland.”


On Pelosi: “She will go at no elms to break the rules.”





Later that year, McCarthy delivered an 8½-hour speech on the House floor as a symbolic protest against Biden’s agenda. Among the crucial questions he raised: “Does McDonald’s still have the dollar meal?”


In December 2022, as he tried to rally support to win the speakership, he gave a news conference, with predictable results.


“We’re Christmas season,” he began. We are? He continued: “A talk of the majority right now who wants to put a small continuing resolution to bump all the members up two days before Christmas, to try to vote on a package they cannot read, written by two individuals who will not be here, on spending for the entire government.”


Do not even attempt to diagram that sentence.


McCarthy’s allies in the House, facing the House Freedom Caucus members’ increasingly noisy threats to deny McCarthy the speakership, searched for a way to right his listing bid for the speakership. In an attempted show of support, they passed out pro-McCarthy lapel buttons: stars on a field of blue with a red band in the middle that proclaimed, simply, “O.K.”


It was meant to signify “Only Kevin,” as CNN’s Melanie Zanona reported, intended as a rejoinder to the “Never McCarthy” hardliners on the right. But the message had an unfortunate double meaning that highlighted the doubts about their always-a-bridesmaid-never-a-bride candidate for speaker. McCarthy is just that: okay. As in: Not great. Not even above average. Just okay. They might as well have made up pro-McCarthy buttons that said “Meh.”


The “O.K.” buttons fared no better than the “Moron” T-shirts. After the initial wave of ridicule, I went to the House floor and couldn’t find a single member wearing one.


Bill Thomas, a retired Republican lawmaker and former House Ways and Means Committee chairman, knew McCarthy better than most. McCarthy had worked for Thomas for 15 years, and Thomas anointed McCarthy as his successor in his Bakersfield, California–area seat. But as McCarthy struggled to gain the speakership, Thomas told the New Yorker’s Jonathan Blitzer that he didn’t recognize what McCarthy had become. “Kevin basically is whatever you want him to be. He lies. He’ll change the lie if necessary. How can anyone trust his word?”


Thomas said that McCarthy would say whatever he needed to say to win the votes to be speaker. But then what? “What do you do after?” Thomas asked. “What have you got that keeps them tied to you?”


It was prescient. Nearly a year later, in September 2023, when McCarthy’s nemesis Gaetz began his bid to oust McCarthy from the speakership, Gaetz said on the House floor that “we struggle with trust with Mr. McCarthy. Because, time and again, his viewpoints, his positions, they shift like sands underneath you.”


But McCarthy, if lacking a discernible ideology and a firm grasp of policy, had a keen instinct for survival. He correctly assessed that this motley assortment of prevaricators and conspiracy theorists had come to hold the balance of power in his House Republican Caucus. And he would advance his own ambition by surrendering to them—the country be damned.


He began this capitulation by wooing Congresswoman Jewish Space Lasers herself. While still in the minority, he began inviting Greene to his Capitol office as often as once a week, and in between the meetings the pair exchanged a “constant stream of text messages,” as Jonathan Swan and Catie Edmondson of the New York Times later recounted. He even had his general counsel intervene with Twitter executives to reactivate her account after she was banned because of her covid disinformation. He added her to House GOP leaders’ strategy sessions on policy, and he gave priority to some of her pet projects: cutting off funds for Ukraine as it fights off the invasion by Vladimir Putin’s Russia and hampering uptake of the lifesaving covid-19 vaccine.


She returned the favor, becoming a crucial figure in his struggle to secure the speakership. Once in power, McCarthy immediately reinstated her committee assignments (she and Gosar had been stripped of their committees in the last Congress because they had publicly fantasized about killing Democratic colleagues), placing her on the high-profile House Oversight Committee and the select committee probing covid-19’s origins. “I will never leave that woman,” McCarthy told a friend, in Swan and Edmondson’s account. “I will always take care of her.”


And she would take care of him. Before long, their tender friendship even had them sharing a personal toiletry item. At a caucus meeting, House GOP leaders, to raise money for the National Republican Congressional Committee auctioned off a lip balm that McCarthy had supposedly used. The winner: Greene, with a bid of $100,000.


AFTER EMPOWERING SUCH A DANGEROUS IDEOLOGUE AS GREENE, EMPOWERING a fraud such as Santos was relatively easy for McCarthy. And so, for the better part of a year, the fabulist lived a fabulous life in Congress.


He took a victory lap immediately after his election. “Meet the next Jewish Republican congressman from Long Island,” announced a headline in the Jewish Insider on Nov. 10, in which Santos referred to “my mother’s Jewish background beliefs, which are mine.”


On Nov. 19, 2023, he took the stage at the Republican Jewish Coalition’s convention in Las Vegas. “Good morning and shabbat shalom,” he told the crowd, before boasting that he would increase the number of Republican “Jewish folks in Congress” to three and telling them of his “grandfather fleeing Ukraine in [the] 1920s to Belgium, then fleeing Belgium to Brazil in 1940.”


He took his act to WNYC’s Brian Lehrer Show on Nov. 21. Introduced as the “gay son of Latino and Jewish migrants” and a graduate of the City University of New York, he spoke in personal terms about the 2016 mass shooting at a gay nightclub in Orlando. “My company at the time, we lost four employees that were at Pulse nightclub,” he said.


Everybody wanted a piece of Santos. He appeared on a Brazilian podcast on Dec. 7 and, in Portuguese, delivered the horrifying news that “we have already suffered an attempt on my life, an assassination attempt.” The previous year, he added, he was mugged in broad daylight on Fifth Avenue and 55th Street in Manhattan, where two men took his briefcase, shoes, and watch. “They stole your shoes in the middle of Fifth Avenue?” asked the incredulous host.


“In the middle of Fifth Avenue,” Santos affirmed.


On Dec. 9, he was a guest of honor at the New York Young Republican Club gala, where he rubbed elbows with a variety of white nationalists and conspiracy theorists.


Alas, Santos’s excellent adventure took a dark turn on Dec. 19, when the New York Times published a bombshell report questioning “key parts of the résumé that he sold to voters.” Citigroup and Goldman Sachs had no record of Santos working for them, as he claimed. Officials at CUNY’s Baruch College, from which Santos said he graduated in 2010, had no record of him, either. And though he claimed his family fortune came from real estate, there was no evidence that he owned any properties.


Two days later, The Forward, a Jewish publication, reported that he apparently didn’t have Jewish grandparents who fled Europe during World War II. They were in Brazil well before the Nazis came to power, and there was no sign that they were Jewish.


The floodgates opened, and over the next few weeks virtually every element of Santos’s life story disintegrated. Eventually, his bio could be summarized as follows:


He didn’t attend Horace Mann Prep high school, where he wasn’t forced to leave because of financial difficulties. He didn’t graduate from (nor attend) Baruch, where he did not get summa cum laude honors, did not earn a 3.89 GPA, and did not have a volleyball scholarship that led him to get two knee replacements. He didn’t get an MBA from New York University or get a 710 on the GMAT. He did not work for Citigroup, where the division he did not work for did not exist, nor for Goldman Sachs, where the project he didn’t manage didn’t double in revenues.


Four of the employees of a business he apparently did not start in Orlando did not die in the Pulse nightclub shooting. He did not have trouble evicting tenants from his 13 rental properties because he did not own such properties (but he claimed in his own 2016 eviction proceedings that a mugger had taken his rent money). His nonprofit, Friends of Pets United, did not save 2,500 dogs and cats (although Santos was accused of stealing $3,000 from a GoFundMe for a disabled veteran’s dying service dog).


He was not a “proud American Jew,” nor a Jew of any variety; his grandparents weren’t Holocaust refugees and they fled neither Ukraine nor Belgium. His mother wasn’t a finance executive, and she wasn’t in her office in the South Tower of the World Trade Center, or even in the United States, during the 9/11 attacks, which hadn’t “claimed my mother’s life,” as he put it. She also did not succumb a “few years later” but rather died in 2016.


He didn’t help produce the Broadway show Spider-Man: Turn Off the Dark. He didn’t help kids with a rare genetic disorder. He did not appear in Disney’s Hannah Montana or in a movie with Uma Thurman. It wasn’t even clear whether his real name was George Santos, or Anthony Zabrovsky or Anthony Devolder.


The fabulist explained his fabrications with new lies. “I never claimed to be Jewish,” he lied to the New York Post. “I said I was ‘Jew-ish.’”


A rather different life story emerged in place of the one Santos had conjured. A photo surfaced identifying him as a Brazilian drag queen by the name of Kitara Ravache. He was also alleged to have been a deadbeat tenant and to have written fraudulent checks in Brazil, and he was accused by former roommates of stealing a Burberry scarf and wearing it to a “Stop the Steal” rally.


Of more interest to the feds were his real-life financial irregularities: collecting unemployment benefits while he earned a salary of $120,000 and using political contributions to buy himself clothing and to pay off his debts. He had also worked at an investment company that the Securities and Exchange Commission said defrauded investors in a “classic Ponzi scheme.”


How could such a charlatan have been elected in the first place? It’s not as if there weren’t warning signs. A local newspaper, the North Shore Leader, reported on the dubious loan he made to his campaign and the “inexplicable rise in his alleged net worth” from zero to $11 million over two years, even though he rented an apartment in an attached row house in Queens. One Republican referred to him in the article as “The Talented Mr. Santos,” after the conman book and movie, The Talented Mr. Ripley. The Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, though it missed most of his inventions, cast doubt on the existence of his animal-rescue nonprofit.


I had no idea about Santos’s faked résumé, though his bizarre claim that he lost his previous bid for the seat in 2020 because of election fraud led me to include him in an October 2022 column titled “Think You Already Know Crazy? Meet the House GOP Class of ’22.”
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