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I should have known something was amiss when Jack Abramoff told me about the kosher pigs.

The Republican superlobbyist and I were dining a few years ago at the high-end restaurant he owned, Signatures, across the street from the National Archives. Abramoff was a well-connected source who gave me newsy tips about presidential adviser Karl Rove and House majority leader Tom DeLay. On this day, however, we were talking about a second restaurant he planned to open, a kosher Jewish deli called Stacks. He said he had just located a species of swine in Asia that chews its cud—as required by the Jewish dietary laws. Thus, Abramoff said, would he operate the first kosher restaurant to serve bacon and pork sausage.

Alas, the kosher pigs turned out too good to be true—as did just about everything else about Abramoff. To date, Abramoff and eleven of his friends and associates have pleaded guilty in a sprawling corruption scandal in which Indian tribes were bilked for tens of millions of dollars and federal officials were bribed with golf trips and skyboxes. Signatures and Stacks are gone, and kosher pork continues to elude us.

As I thought about the crimes that sent Abramoff to jail, it occurred to me that they had much in common with his cud-chewing-pig scheme. Abramoff believed that if you were powerful enough, the rules—federal statutes or Jewish dietary laws—didn’t apply to you. In this view, Abramoff was typical of the peculiar species that inhabits the capital: Homo politicus, or, in the native tongue, Potomac Man. Homo politicus is unlike other members of his genus because he strives for power for its own sake. For him, fame and fortune are only vehicles to obtain power or are by-products of power; it matters little how or to what end the power is exercised, only that it is possessed.

I came to live in political Washington—Potomac Land, if you will—twelve years ago. For most of that time, I have lived among the natives as if I were one of them: working, eating, dressing, and socializing as they do and wearing the same government-issued ID cards and BlackBerry devices. As I gained their trust over time, they allowed me to join them in their homes, war rooms, and tribal councils. Seeing them that way, I felt like a Spanish explorer witnessing an Aztec human sacrifice for the first time. In his natural state, Homo politicus was so defined by tribalism that he placed tribe, or party, above even family and nation-state. Though he was equipped with the tools of modern civilization, his work proved to be less efficient—and his rituals more bizarre—than those of even the most primitive cultures.

As I write this, the events of recent weeks in Potomac Land must confound those who have not lived among Homo politicus. Senator Larry Craig of Idaho was arrested for lewd conduct in an airport men’s room after touching an undercover policeman in a neighboring stall. (The officer was not impressed when Craig handed him his Senate business card and said, “What do you think about that?”) The deputy secretary of state, Randall Tobias, has resigned and Senator David Vitter of Louisiana has issued a public apology because they used an escort service alleged to be a prostitution ring run by the “D.C. Madam.”

Meanwhile, Paul Wolfowitz, who, after championing the disastrous Iraq war, was rewarded with the presidency of the World Bank, lost that job for getting his girlfriend a raise. The former number two official at the Interior Department was sentenced for lying to Congress about one of several girlfriends he used his office to assist. The FBI raided the home of Senator Ted Stevens of Alaska and businesses associated with two congressmen, John Doolittle of California and Rick Renzi of Arizona. Congressman William Jefferson was indicted for taking bribes, the president commuted a thirty-month perjury sentence given to the vice president’s former chief of staff, and the attorney general resigned after being accused of perjury and witness tampering.

None of these tales, however, causes much surprise in Potomac Land. While the names of the offenders change, and the plot details vary slightly, the theme is universal: Potomac Man will do almost anything to amass and to flaunt his power and that of his tribe. The same character trait can be found in many of the subjects of this study: the former national security adviser who hid classified documents in his clothing, the senator who handed out bingo cards at a confirmation hearing for chief justice of the United States, the congressman who wrote a menu listing exactly how large a bribe he required for various official acts, the Supreme Court justice who made an obscene gesture leaving church, the chairmen of the Iraq Study Group who paused in deliberations for a photo shoot for Men’s Vogue, the attorney general who ordered a drape to cover the exposed breast of the Spirit of Justice statue, and the family-values lawmaker who settled a lawsuit with a young mistress who accused him of trying to strangle her.

To understand such behavior, I followed Potomac Man through his daily rituals: the morning “Gaggle” at the White House, the lunchtime reading of Hotline, the afternoon viewing of Wolf Blitzer, and the evening fund-raiser. I learned of his weekly rhythms: the Sunday morning shows that are more popular than church, the lawmakers’ Thursday afternoon rush to National Airport, and the administration’s Friday evening “dump” of bad news. I observed his seasonal festivals at each stage of the biennial electoral cycle: the winter budget battle, the summer recess, and the fall campaign. And I explored the Potomac rites of passage: election, the accumulation of seniority, and, finally, the ascent to lobbyist.

Admittedly, even intensive research cannot thoroughly explain why a senior White House official would shoplift from Target or why a member of Congress would stash bribe money in food containers in his freezer or strike a police officer with her cell phone. Neither can such a study adequately account for the senator who calls man-made global warming the “greatest hoax ever perpetrated” or the Senate candidate who explained a low turnout at an airport rally by making up a story about a tree falling on a hangar. Such Potomac Land mysteries may never be solved. But they are well worth contemplating over a kosher ham sandwich.
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STATUS

Among the many paradoxes of Potomac Land is that it is, ostensibly, the capital of the most egalitarian people on the planet, and yet it has embraced a status system that is both hierarchical and byzantine. In substance, it is most similar to the varna caste system that has divided India for millennia. But while the caste system has become increasingly irrelevant and anachronistic in India—driven out by educated urbanites who dismiss it as primitive—the antiquated system grows ever more powerful in the mind of status-conscious Homo politicus, ever on the prowl for ways to demonstrate his power.

In India, there is the priestly caste (Brahmans) for teachers and scholars, the warrior caste (Kshatriyas) for kings and landowners, the trading caste (Vaishyas) of merchants and artisans, and a lower class (Sudras) of farmers and service workers who do not read the sacred texts. Below all the castes are the untouchables, those considered too filthy even to live among others in a village. Each caste is further subdivided into jati, or gotra, a band of people in a similar occupation; by performing daily rituals, members of a gotra allow their sect to survive.

In Potomac Land’s highest caste are the top appointees and advisers to the president and congressional leaders, as well as justices who interpret the sacred texts and prominent strategists who use their shamanic powers to keep officials in power. Next are the rank-and-file lawmakers, who are in a constant state of aggression; though the kings and landowners of Potomac Land, they are in status inferior to the top strategists who put them into office and keep them there. Journalists, lobbyists, and bureaucrats form the various gotra that are part of the Vaishyas, the third caste responsible for the daily transactions that keep Potomac Land functioning. Finally, there are the backward castes, the Sudras and the untouchables—those who live in and around Potomac Land but have no interest in politics. They are by far the largest group in number, but they are invisible to the upper castes.

The crucial difference between varna castes and Potomac castes is that Potomac Man has a severe shortage of indigenous wise men and scholarly figures and therefore must draw Brahmans from other levels of status or from outside Potomac Land entirely. By simply attaching oneself to a rising political star, a Sudra can easily become a Brahman—as illustrated by young and unknown Dan Bartlett’s ascent to a top position in the White House because he got a job out of college with Karl Rove. Others, such as George Soros, can propel themselves to higher castes by spending large sums of money. Rock star Bono, embraced by the White House, has found that his musical fame has a certain reciprocity in Potomac Land. Then there is just plain luck: in the 1994 Republican landslide, a man with a history of homelessness, unemployment, and drug charges was elected to Congress from Texas. Still others, such as Barack Obama, a Democratic senator from Illinois, have gained status through good looks and oratorical gifts; Obama surged in popularity and announced his presidential candidacy shortly after a photo appeared in People magazine of him in a bathing suit as part of a “Beach Babes” spread also showing Catherine Zeta-Jones and Penelope Cruz.

BECOMING OUTCASTE

It is not uncommon for a prominent member of Potomac Land to become outcaste—evicted from his caste and denied privileges to associate with his former peers. In the nasty, brutish, and short life of Potomac Man, it is possible for a perfectly upstanding member of the community to become, within a matter of days, the punch line of a joke. This is in part because partisan opponents will use any excuse to bring down a foe and in part because members of Potomac Land’s ever-present Greek chorus—“the press” in the local dialect—take great enjoyment in these campaigns. Thus a powerful Potomac Man can be destroyed by what would be, by common criminal standards, fairly minor transgressions.

Sometimes the cause of the hasty social demotion is entirely self-inflicted. There were, for example, few people predicting a rapid comeback for Claude Allen. He resigned his job as White House domestic policy adviser in February 2006, using the familiar line that he wished to spend more time with his family. A month later, word got out that Allen had been arrested—for shoplifting.

While Potomac Man is often willing to condone high crimes such as perjury or obstruction of justice, he rarely tolerates the misdemeanors associated with the common criminal. And Allen was positively petty. He stole some $5,000 from Target and Hecht’s stores—Bose speakers, a Kodak printer, a jacket, and knickknacks worth as little as $2.50—by requesting refunds for items he had not, in fact, returned. Potomac Land was agog at this discovery, and nobody accepted his lawyers’ denials. Allen entered his inevitable guilty plea in August.

“Something did go very wrong,” he confessed, with a lawyer at his side who had previously represented Bill Clinton and Ted Kennedy. Allen wept in court as he blamed the hard work of responding to Hurricane Katrina. “I lost perspective and failed to restrain myself.” His wife concurred that “this was not the man I married.” She blamed “fourteen-hour workdays” and a stretch of three months with fewer than two hours of sleep each night.

He got away with two years of probation, a small fine, and community service—but for Potomac Man, admitting such low behavior might as well have been a death sentence. “You are a classic example,” the judge told him, “a fresh and enlightening example, that shame is not dead.”

Another former high White House official turned outcaste is Sandy Berger, who as Bill Clinton’s national security adviser was one of the most powerful in Potomac Land. In 2003, this man, who once controlled the fate of millions, walked out of the National Archives with documents related to his performance on terrorism. Berger said he merely walked off inadvertently—twice—with copies of classified documents and then lost them. His political opponents alleged that he carried them off in his underwear, or even ate them. In either case, he was clearly trying to avoid an embarrassing write-up in the 9/11 Commission’s report of his actions, or inaction, on the rising threat of terrorism.

A report by the National Archives’ inspector general, issued in December 2006, described Berger’s crime: “He headed towards a construction area on Ninth Street. Mr. Berger looked up and down the street, up into the windows of the Archives and the DOJ, and did not see anyone.” He folded the notes “in a V shape,” then “walked inside a construction fence and slid the documents under a trailer.” Later, “Mr. Berger left the building, retrieved the documents and notes from the construction area, and returned to his office.”

In 2005, he accepted a three-year suspension of his security clearance and paid a fine. And he had to admit that he didn’t misplace the missing documents; he shredded them. And things would only get worse. Two days after that court plea, he got in more legal trouble, this time for reckless driving. He was going eighty-eight in his Lexus on a fifty-five miles per hour part of I-66 in Virginia. For ordinary men, it would have been an annoying matter but not an embarrassing one. For Berger, it meant another round of news stories. If people missed those stories, they probably caught the ones about House Republicans demanding a congressional investigation into Berger’s document heist or the ads from a conservative group alleging Berger “stole and ate classified documents that exposed the failures of the Clinton antiterrorism policies.”

The cases of Berger and Allen, however, must be contrasted with that of Harriet Miers, who did nothing wrong but, over a fortnight in October 2005, saw her reputation destroyed anyway. Miers’s sin: rising too high, too quickly in Potomac Man’s status structure.

When Miers, who had been the Texas lottery commissioner and Bush’s lawyer in Texas, came to the White House with President Bush as staff secretary, nobody was surprised. When, at the start of Bush’s second term, she became White House counsel, people thought it was a bit of a stretch for the lottery commissioner but did not protest. Then, when William Rehnquist died and Bush nominated Miers for a Supreme Court seat, all hell broke loose.

First, conservative commentators and interest groups protested that Miers was insufficiently conservative. Then they protested that she was insufficiently intelligent. Then the State of Texas was forced to release dozens of painfully fawning messages Miers wrote to Bush when he was Texas governor. “You are the best governor ever—deserving of great respect,” she wrote in 1997. She pronounced the Bushes to be “cool” and said that Bush and his wife were “the greatest!” She advised, “Keep up the great work. Texas is blessed.” “Texas has a very popular governor and first lady!” Miers gushed at one point. She also wished: “Hopefully Jenna and Barbara recognize that their parents are ‘cool’—as do the rest of us.”

The White House, trying to rebuild Miers’s status as more than a cheerleader, had supporters hold a conference call vowing that Miers would overturn Roe v. Wade. But by then, observations had turned to the excessive use of eyeliner by the unmarried Miers. She went to the Hill to meet with senators and quickly wound up in a dispute with Arlen Specter over birth-control law. The Judiciary Committee complained that Miers was late submitting the standard questionnaire, then called her responses “inadequate” and “insufficient.” Miers was forced to acknowledge that, in 1989, her Texas bar license was suspended because she didn’t pay her dues.

Her courtesy calls on the Hill made her look more out of her depth. She talked about the weather with senators. Comedians adored her. David Letterman devised a “Top Ten Signs Your Supreme Court Pick Isn’t Qualified” (8. “Her legal mentor: Oliver Wendell Redenbacher”). Others recalled then-senator Roman Hruska’s 1970 defense of doomed Supreme Court nominee G. Harrold Carswell: “[T]here are a lot of mediocre judges and people and lawyers. Aren’t they entitled to a little representation and a little chance?”

Bush, growing desperate, hauled in some Texas jurists who backed Miers and called reporters into the Oval Office to remind everybody of her “high character” and “integrity.” John L. Hill, Jr., a former chief justice of the Supreme Court of Texas, gave it his all. “I would trust her with my wife and my life,” he announced.

But by then, senators weren’t even arriving on time when Miers visited their offices. She dodged their questions with phrases such as “I need to sort of bone up on this a little more.” Three weeks after her nomination, Miers finally bowed to the inevitable and withdrew. She returned to the White House counsel’s office—still a competent lawyer but now also a Potomac Land joke.

It surprised nobody when, shortly after the Democrats took control of Congress in late 2006, Bush eased Miers out of her job as White House counsel and sent her packing in favor of former Reagan and Nixon administration lawyer Fred Fielding. The woman Bush once called the most qualified person in America to serve on the Supreme Court was not qualified enough to protect him from the expected congressional subpoenas. Within a few months, Congress was indeed approving subpoenas—to Miers herself, for her bungled effort to fire federal prosecutors and replace them with more loyal “Bushies.”

INHERITED STATUS

Though Potomac Land is ostensibly meritocratic, the accident of birth is still a powerful indicator of status for Potomac Man. Dozens of members of Congress and one in five senators are there because their parents, spouses, or other relatives held the position before them. The offices are not technically inherited, but because the kin of an officeholder often benefit from broad name recognition (and perhaps confusion) among voters, the effect is the same.

Lisa Murkowski, an Alaska Republican, was elected to the Senate after being appointed to that position by her father, who vacated the seat to become governor. And in Illinois, Democratic congressman William O. Lipinski announced his retirement too late for a primary to be conducted, allowing him to persuade party elders to select his son, Daniel, to represent the comfortably Democratic district. Likewise, four days after the funeral of California Democrat Robert Matsui, his widow, Doris, announced her candidacy for his seat in Congress.

This happens at the very highest level. After President Bush won his office because he shares a name with his father, the former president (himself the son of a senator), he began to populate his administration with former aides to his father. He also appointed his secretary of state’s son as the chairman of the Federal Communications Commission, the chief justice’s daughter as a top official at the Health and Human Services Department, another justice’s son as a Labor Department official, a senator’s wife as labor secretary, and the vice president’s daughter and her husband to positions in the State and Justice departments.

Likewise, Hillary Clinton parlayed her marriage with President Clinton into a Senate seat and her own presidential run. The Speaker of the House, Nancy Pelosi, is the daughter of the late congressman and Baltimore mayor Thomas D’Alesandro, Jr. John Sarbanes won his seat in the House at the same moment his father, Paul, retired from the Senate; young Sarbanes joined scions Connie Mack, Dan Boren, Russ Carnahan, William Clay, John Sununu, Chris Dodd, Mark Pryor, Robert Bennett, Judd Gregg, Mary Landrieu, John Rockefeller, and many others in a club of the children of former officeholders.

The powerful in Potomac Land have mechanisms to perpetuate the family influence. Senators Al Gore and Birch Bayh, for example, enrolled their children in St. Alban’s School in northwest Washington; the scions, bred to lead, followed their fathers to the Senate. The most successful at perpetuating dominance has been the family of Congressman Rodney Frelinghuysen, a New Jersey Republican who is the sixth generation of Frelinghuysens to represent New Jersey in Congress, dating from 1793. “You sort of get it in your blood,” he explained.

Powerful clans compete for Potomac Land dominance. The last of the powerful line of Cabot Lodges, for example, was defeated by the first representative of a new line, John F. Kennedy. Kennedy’s brother Teddy used his president brother’s name to get a Senate seat of his own in 1962 and has kept it to this day. The name has permitted him to withstand scandals that would have destroyed those from lesser lines, from the monstrous (Chappaquiddick) to the simply amusing (Kennedy’s speech referring to the nuclear Stockpile Stewardship Program as the “Stockpile Stewardess Program”). In fact, the name even allowed Ted Kennedy’s son Patrick to win election to Congress and to survive his own slate of scandals.

The younger Kennedy, a Rhode Island Democrat, crashed his Mustang convertible into a Capitol Police barrier in the wee hours one spring day in 2006. The thirty-eight-year-old lawmaker, his speech slurred and his eyes watery, announced to the surprised cops that he was late for a vote—even though the House was not in session. Police drove him home without demanding a breath test.

After the usual range of written denials and hiding from the press, Kennedy finally paid a visit to the House television gallery, confessing to an addiction to prescription drugs such as Ambien. His hands trembling, he began to speak, but something sounding like “argh” came out and he cleared his throat and began again.

“The incident on Wednesday evening concerns me greatly,” he said, tripping over the last word. “I simply do not remember getting out of bed, being pulled over by the police, or being cited for three driving infractions.” As he spoke, he began to shake more noticeably. Perspiration built on his upper lip. “I need to seek expert help,” he continued. “This afternoon, I’m traveling to Minnesota to seek treatment at the Mayo Clinic.” On the decorative bookshelf behind the lectern where he spoke, there was a copy of the Warren Commission’s report on his uncle’s assassination.

The I-have-an-addiction speech! It was, as one of the reporters there put it, a “get-out-of-jail-free card.” Another Kennedy would survive yet another scandal.

Kennedy was not new to the role. He admitted past treatment for cocaine addiction. In 2000, he was caught on film shoving an airport security guard in Los Angeles when she told him his bag was too big for the X-ray machine. That same year, his insurance company settled a claim from a charter boat company that said he did $28,000 of damage to one of their yachts and abandoned it off Martha’s Vineyard. The Coast Guard rescued a woman who had been Kennedy’s date from the boat after she had an argument with Kennedy and called for help.

Kennedy was not harmed politically, and he was not cowed. In 2004, Democrats called off a Grateful Dead fund-raiser he planned for the national convention. On the campaign trail, he collapsed during a health-care event at a hospital—and was caught by an emergency room doctor. At another event, Kennedy told young Democrats at a nightclub: “I don’t need Bush’s tax cut. I have never worked a fucking day in my life.”

Nor, evidently, did he take driver’s ed. Sometime after the nightclub incident, in Rhode Island an eyewitness said Kennedy was weaving and appeared impaired when he drove against traffic and crashed into another car in a CVS parking lot. Kennedy provided a nearly illegible written statement. This was the same month he required six stitches on his lip after a demonstration in his office involving a hammer went awry.

Kennedy deflected some of the scandals with humor. When Lincoln Chafee, who succeeded his father in the Senate, admitted to using cocaine, Kennedy noted, “Now when I hear someone talking about a Rhode Island politician whose father was a senator and who got to Washington on his family name, used cocaine, and wasn’t very smart, I know there is only a fifty-fifty chance it’s me.”

About the Coast Guard incident and the damaged yacht, Kennedy wrote a song to the tune of the Gilligan’s Island theme song, and the Providence Journal-Bulletin dutifully transcribed it:


Just sit right back and you’ll hear a tale,

a tale of a fateful trip,

that started in Connecticut,

aboard a damaged ship.

I’d asked a gal whom I had met

to take an evening cruise.

Little did I know that it

would make the evening news.

And, boy, did I get bruised.


But after the drug-induced Capitol Hill crash, Kennedy needed more than laughs and his surname to save him. After a month at Mayo, he put himself in the care of Jim Ramstad, a Republican congressman and recovering addict. As Kennedy’s sponsor, Ramstad visited Kennedy at Mayo, went to court with him, and landed on the front page of the New York Times with him. It was a touching, bipartisan tale—and the Kennedy line would live to see the next scandal.

TOTEM POLES

Potomac Man jealously guards his gotra with various rites and rituals. He has developed a wide array of symbols that instantly convey his high place within and among the castes.

At the White House or in the Capitol complex, a person’s rank is displayed by the proximity of his parking spot to the building. A person’s true rank can be found not in the person’s title but by how near the front of Air Force One that person’s seat is when the president travels. To make status comparisons simpler across agencies, government bureaucrats are sorted by fourteen grades that determine their salary and clout—and all fourteen are of a lesser grade than the political appointees serving at the president’s pleasure.

Among the highest ranking of Potomac Men, status distinctions can be made by gauging the size of the motorcade: just one car for a minor cabinet official, and up to twenty plus motorcycles and a helicopter for the president. Among diplomats, status can be determined by the frequency of visits to the White House, Camp David (better), or the president’s ranch (best). Among the lowest of Potomac Men, trinkets show some element of status: a wooden egg from the White House Easter Egg Roll, a Christmas party photo with the president and first lady, or perhaps M&Ms or cuff links with the presidential seal or a certificate stating the bearer flew aboard Air Force One. The most tragic of Potomac Men attempt to display their status by wearing their security badges around their necks during lunch or after work at bars.

Clothing, though important in many cultures, has proven to be an unreliable gauge of Potomac status. During his confirmation interviews, for example, Supreme Court nominee Samuel Alito—automatically one of the most important of Potomac Men—wore an ill-fitting suit, had a shoelace untied, and moved his head in a disconcerting bobblehead motion. The chairman of the Federal Reserve, Ben Bernanke, trying to reassure Wall Street with his testimony before a House committee in 2007, wore a large Band-Aid on one finger and brown socks with his black shoes; his suit jacket was bunched up like a life vest around his neck, and his sleeves were too short. Likewise, journalists, even prominent ones, wear the frayed chinos, blue blazers, and rubber-soled shoes that are the uniform of the trade, while even the lowest White House aide, earning $20,000 a year, wears a sharp business suit every day. On the other hand, nobody was fooled by Bill Reynolds, chief of staff to Senator Arlen Specter, when he attempted to inflate his status by sucking on a cigar in committee meetings as if it were Tammany Hall. And even Potomac Men are unsure what to make of Rob Woodall, who, as chief of staff to a backbench Republican, lived in an office supply closet in a House office building. Mary Ann Akers, who wrote a gossip column for a Capitol Hill newspaper called Roll Call, found that the man slept in a storage space known as the cage and had furnished the five-foot-by-ten-foot space with a cot, towel, blanket, and decorative throw pillow.

The need for symbols has made Potomac Man exceedingly vain. Members of Congress—even the men—routinely get plastic surgery and risk public embarrassment by regular trips to the manicurist. Some exhibit their status by appearing busy, as when Bobby Jindal, a Republican congressman from Louisiana, was caught by Roll Call sending e-mails from his BlackBerry while attending Ash Wednesday services. Others use symbols to their financial advantage: Rebecca Cox, the wife of a congressman, wore her “spouses pin” on a necklace while visiting the Capitol to lobby for Continental Airlines; this allowed her to reach lawmakers where the public was forbidden.

Even in death, the powerful can demonstrate clout: an Arlington Cemetery burial, a funeral at the National Cathedral (the highest ranking have former senator John Danforth preside), perhaps followed by a reception at the Cosmos Club. The most prestigious of three eating clubs—along with the Metropolitan Club and the University Club—the Cosmos Club takes itself extremely seriously. Haughtily, its members say that the Cosmos is for those with brains, the Metropolitan is for those with money, and University is for those with neither. After the September 11 attacks, the Cosmos Club tasked a committee with developing a continuity of operations plan so that the club could continue to function after a terrorist attack. Its Web site lists the number of Nobel Prize winners and Medal of Freedom winners who have paid dues there. And when the District of Columbia government banned smoking, the Cosmos Club debated whether to seek a hardship exemption for its annual cigar dinner.

One of the best displays of Potomac Land’s status obsession, and the role of the Cosmos in it, was uncovered by the Senate committee examining the Jack Abramoff affair. Abramoff wrote an e-mail to a friend who was a rabbi. “I hate to ask you for your help with something so silly but I’ve been nominated for membership in the Cosmos Club, which is a very distinguished club in Washington, D.C., comprised of Nobel Prize winners, etc.,” he wrote. “Problem for me is that most prospective members have received awards and I have received none. I was wondering if you thought it possible that I could put that I have received an award from Toward Tradition with a sufficiently academic title, perhaps something like Scholar of Talmudic Studies? Indeed, it would be even better if it were possible that I received these in years past, if you know what I mean.”

The rabbi, conservative radio host Daniel Lapin, gave his blessing. “I just need to know what needs to be produced,” he replied. “Letters? Plaques?”

Even among the one hundred members of the Senate, there is a craving for symbolic displays of status. The leading symbol is the chairman’s gavel, which entitles the holder to preside over committee meetings and boss around other senators. A chairmanship is, in fact, an anachronism. In the modern Senate, the chamber’s leaders determine how legislation will be written and whether it will pass; actions taken by the committee are largely symbolic and are easily overridden if the leadership does not like the results.

Still, the vestigial status of the chairmanship has a powerful appeal to some senators. In 2004, Republican Arlen Specter of Pennsylvania was so keen to become chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee that he went through a humiliating hazing ritual just to win what was little more than a title.

Specter’s saga began the day after he won reelection in 2004 and was next in line to become the committee chairman. Momentarily forgetting that committee chairmen have no actual clout, he called a press conference in Philadelphia and attempted to display his status by warning President Bush not to send his committee judicial nominees who would make abortion illegal. “When you talk about judges who would change the right of a woman to choose, overturn Roe v. Wade, I think that is unlikely,” he taunted. “And I would expect the president to be mindful of the considerations which I am mentioning.”

Conservatives, infuriated by Specter’s effrontery, demanded that as punishment he not be given the gavel. “For the social conservatives who just elected Republicans to office for the very purpose of getting sound judges confirmed,” the National Review thundered, “Specter’s elevation would not just be a symbolic slap in the face but an actual betrayal. Find the man another sinecure.” The Family Research Council accused Specter of the “height of arrogance and ingratitude.”

Specter suddenly realized his precious symbol might be taken away. The next day, he issued a statement reassuring that “I did not warn the president about anything and was very respectful of his constitutional authority on the appointment of federal judges.” This wasn’t sufficient. Conservatives wanted a full grovel.

“We are looking at a variety of ways to keep the gavel from going to Arlen Specter,” a committee staffer told the Washington Times.

Specter became frantic. He went on CBS’s Face the Nation and pleaded, “I have supported all of President Bush’s nominees in committee and on the floor. I have never applied a litmus test.” While confessing that he was “pro-choice,” he assured the world that “I have supported many pro-life nominees.” He did a flurry of radio and television interviews pleading the same case.

Specter spent days meeting privately with his colleagues to apologize for his loose tongue. For ninety minutes in Majority Leader Bill Frist’s office, Specter begged party leaders to let him have the gavel. “Arlen has done a tremendous job reaching out to senators over the phone and in person,” said Frist, who was not yet offering support. In fact, he stripped Specter of another perk—serving on an ad hoc committee working out a spending deal with the House.

The ten Republicans on the Judiciary Committee held a closed-door meeting to see if Specter had done sufficient groveling. He had not. “I expect him to have the support of the committee,” teased the outgoing chairman, Orrin Hatch of Utah. But not just yet. More remorse was required.

While antiabortion forces protested outside, one of the committee Republicans, Jeff Sessions, warned pointedly, “I haven’t announced any decision.” Said another, Mike DeWine, “I’m just not going to comment.”

After more negotiations, Specter and the other senators agreed that he would need to make a more thorough show of contrition in the form of a new and more humiliating statement. “I’m working on it,” he said after his private talks.

Finally, two weeks after his offense, Specter offered the full monty. At a press conference with his fellow Republicans, he read a lengthy statement reminiscent of a hostage video. “I have not and would not use a litmus test to deny confirmation to pro-life nominees,” he pleaded. “I have voted to confirm Chief Justice Rehnquist after he voted against Roe v. Wade. Similarly, I have voted to confirm pro-life nominees Justice Scalia, Justice O’Connor, Justice Kennedy. And I led the successful fight to confirm Justice Thomas, which almost cost me my Senate seat in 1992.” Promising “quick committee hearings” for all nominees, he vowed, “I have no reason to believe that I’ll be unable to support any individual President Bush finds worthy of nomination. I believe I can help the president get his nominees approved just as I did on confirmation of two controversial Pennsylvania circuit court nominees.” The groveling went on and on—and this time, Specter’s colleagues were satisfied.

“He deserves to be chairman of this committee and he’s going to be,” Hatch said. Specter had lost his dignity—but he would get his gavel. In his campaign for the symbolic title, he had lost whatever trace of actual power that might have come with the chairmanship.

Over the next two years, he approved two Supreme Court justices opposed to abortion rights. And while he frequently clashed with the White House or fellow Republicans on matters of policy—over gay marriage, a shield law, immigration, habeas corpus, and wiretapping—in each case he either surrendered or lost the fight.

FALLING STATUS: THE BLOWHARD

The arrival of television cameras in the chambers of power—the House in the late 1970s, the Senate in the 1980s, and the White House briefing room in the 1990s—has given Potomac Man another way to demonstrate, and possibly enhance, his status. It is the notion of face time. The more hours one appears in front of the television cameras, the theory goes, the higher one’s Q rating, or public recognition and support. Potomac Men now compete for face time not just in legislative debates but on Sunday network talk shows and, for the lesser officials, cable news. To keep track of this competition, Roll Call created a face time list that ranks political figures by the number of appearances on Sunday shows such as Meet the Press and Face the Nation.

The use of face time to enhance status, however, is double-edged. While face time increases a Potomac Man’s profile among people outside Potomac Land, excessive use of the technique can brand the user a publicity whore or a blowhard among his fellow Potomac Men—and cause him to lose the social status of his caste. This leads to a situation in which a Potomac Man can be returned to office repeatedly by voters of his home state but become a subject of ridicule among others in his gotra.

This leads to the cautionary tale of Joe Biden, a Democratic senator from Delaware, who won U.S. News & World Report’s “most talkative” award and was first runner-up in Washingtonian magazine’s “biggest windbag” category. Biden’s lungs are legendary. When it was rumored that John Kerry might tap Biden as his secretary of state, journalists joked that Foggy Bottom would no longer need to schedule daily briefings: Biden’s daily briefing would merely end when the next day’s briefing was ready to begin. Biden used so many words that he briefly ran out and had to use somebody else’s; he quit the 1988 presidential race after it was discovered that he had plagiarized remarks by British politician Neil Kinnock.

As a fixture on the Judiciary and Foreign Relations committees, Biden was known for his rambling, self-referential questioning of witnesses. During the confirmation of Chief Justice John Roberts, Biden warned the nominee to give “short answers” and then proceeded to talk for twelve of his allotted twenty minutes. After Biden fired off a series of questions without allowing Roberts to answer, the nominee finally replied, “Well, I was about to lay it out. You said you didn’t want to hear about it.” Everybody laughed except Biden. Biden reacted to Roberts’s answers so theatrically—with pouts, glares, and face in hands—that colleague Lindsey Graham rolled his eyes.

But that was just a prelude to Biden’s performance during Samuel Alito’s confirmation to the Supreme Court. Given thirty minutes to question the nominee, Biden got off just one question in the first twelve minutes and four in the remaining eighteen minutes. Instead of grilling the nominee, he used his time to speak about his own ethnic roots, his grandfather, his son, his views of the nominee’s college, and another senator’s eyeglasses.

Following this performance, Biden showed up for the next day’s questioning with a Princeton baseball cap.

“I understand, Judge, I am the only one standing between you and lunch. So I’ll try to make this painless,” he began, then offered to say “a few very brief things.” Among them: a speech Biden made in the 1970s and his friendship with Bill Bradley, the former basketball star and senator. Five hundred forty-five words later, Alito tried to interrupt the senator. But Biden continued, for another 1,390 words.

“Here I was, a University of Delaware graduate, a sitting United States senator,” he continued. “I didn’t even like Princeton. No, I mean, I really didn’t like Princeton. Yeah, I was an Irish Catholic kid who thought it hadn’t changed like you concluded it had. I mean, you know, I admit I have a little—you know, one of my real dilemmas is I have two kids who went to Ivy League schools. I’m not sure my grandfather Finnegan would ever forgive me for allowing that to happen. But all kidding aside, I wasn’t a big Princeton fan.”

Biden moved on to discuss legal cases, pretending he was an employer and using his colleague Dianne Feinstein as his prop. “Ms. Feinstein, I am not going to hire you because the person seeking the job has a Rhodes Scholarship and I like him better,” he said. “And it turns out he wasn’t a Rhodes scholar. The real reason is I just don’t like your glasses, I don’t like the way you look. I’m not being facetious.”

Feinstein looked surprised. “I like them,” reassured Senator Pat Leahy. “I like the way you look, Dianne. You look okay.”

Another monologue followed, before Biden finally closed. “I want to note for maybe the first time in history Biden is forty seconds under his time,” he said. Final tally: Biden, 3,673 words; Alito, 1,013.

The reviews were savage and unanimous. “The man has no speed bumps between his brain and his mouth,” David Brooks noted in the New York Times. Newsweek quoted a Democratic committee aide, calling Biden “a blowhard among blowhards.” Richard Cohen judged in the Washington Post: “The only thing standing between Joe Biden and the presidency is his mouth.”

“I deserved a lot of it,” Biden confessed later. “I do talk too much.”

It only got worse when he assumed the chairmanship of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in 2007. Holding a much-anticipated hearing on Iraq, his horrified colleagues watched as he ran the hearing as if he were a talk show host. He opened the hearing with a three-thousand-word statement in which he used the word “I” eighty-eight times. Finally, the committee’s ranking Republican got a chance to speak. Then Biden spoke again. Senator Chris Dodd, a Connecticut Democrat, introduced an amendment. Biden interrupted him four times, the last time stating, “I don’t want to belabor the point.”

By this point, Senator John Sununu, a New Hampshire Republican, had heard enough Biden. “We’re going to be here a long time, and I’d certainly like to speak,” he announced with irritation. Biden yielded the floor to Sununu but then interrupted him, too—five times.

“Senator,” Sununu eventually pleaded, “you’ve had a wonderful opportunity to express your views. I think many on the committee would at least like to express their own views, and I’m sure you’ll have ample opportunity to respond.”

A week later, Biden announced that he was running for the Democratic nomination for president in 2008—but his mouth destroyed his candidacy before he even had the chance to launch it. On the very day of his presidential announcement, the New York Observer published an interview with Biden in which he described one of his presidential opponents, Barack Obama, as being the first black presidential candidate “who is articulate and bright and clean and a nice-looking guy.” It was meant as a compliment, but, as frequently happens between Biden’s brain and his mouth, something went badly wrong.

REGAINING STATUS

As easy as it is to become outcaste in Potomac Land’s caste system, such social shunning is not necessarily permanent. Because of the singular importance of party, anybody who can demonstrate that his skills are useful to the advancement of the party will find that sins and transgressions can be forgiven quickly. Potomac Land relishes a comeback story almost as much as a disgrace, and the streets and halls are full of people who have undergone successful purification rituals.

One of the most notable recoveries in recent years has been that of Manuel Miranda, who in less than two years went from being a fired and disgraced congressional staffer to a key party strategist and hero of religious conservatives—even as he remained under federal investigation.

Between 2001 and 2003, two Republican staffers on the Senate Judiciary Committee hacked into the computers of committee Democrats and downloaded some four thousand files. Miranda, the more prominent of the two staffers, leaked the memos, which showed cooperation between Democrats and liberal interest groups, to conservative newspapers and groups in hopes of damaging the Democratic senators for opposing President Bush’s judicial nominees. Before the “memogate” scandal became public, Miranda had worked his way up to being the Senate majority leader’s top adviser on judicial nominees. The Senate sergeant at arms concluded in early 2004 that federal laws regarding theft and false statements could have been violated.

“A sad chapter,” pronounced then-chairman Orrin Hatch, the Utah Republican, also calling it “unethical” and “simply unacceptable.” Bill Frist, the majority leader, offered no defense of Miranda, who was forced to quit. Democrats demanded a special prosecutor.

But Miranda recovered quickly, aided by inertia at the Justice Department (it apparently never took action against Miranda) and unwillingness by the Senate to turn over its findings. This allowed Miranda to be openly defiant. He said the Senate probe “fails to find any criminal hacking or any credible suggestion of criminal acts.” A year after his forced resignation, he wrote a law journal article blaming Frist for mishandling his ouster and said Frist “should have stood by me.” After he failed to get a lobbying job he sought, he even sent a letter to the Justice Department asking it to investigate the Democrats who had criticized him for violating federal extortion laws.

Meanwhile, Miranda went through an elaborate purification ritual. He got himself a visiting fellowship at the conservative Heritage Foundation, and formed a group called the Third Branch Conference dedicated to conservative judicial nominees. By cleverly uniting conservative groups and using his ties to the media, Miranda became one of the most visible agitators during Supreme Court confirmation battles and played a key role in forcing the withdrawal of Harriet Miers’s nomination to the Court because of her insufficient conservatism. The National Journal dubbed him “a leading GOP activist” and did a Q&A with him about “re-establishing yourself as a player in Washington.”

In his comeback, Miranda followed the model employed by David Bossie, who was forced out of his staff job in Congress in 1998 but reemerged as a vocal conservative leader. In 1998, during the investigation of Bill and Hillary Clinton’s land deals, Bossie, as chief investigator for a House committee, edited recordings of telephone conversations to include only damaging information about the Clintons and removed any exculpatory information.

Bossie was fired, but—as Miranda would do later—the disgraced staff member fell into the loving arms of the conservative movement. He became chief of a well-funded advocacy group called Citizens United, which through regular press conferences kept Bossie’s name in the news. Then he set out to produce documentary films as a right-wing Michael Moore—answering Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11 with Celsius 41.11 (the temperature at which the brain begins to die). The fallen staffer had become a movie mogul.

Rapid falls and rises are possible in Potomac Land because of Potomac Man’s short attention span. As long as a person’s scandal is in the news, he remains a pariah because his problems are still hurting his party. But once the news stories end, it becomes surprisingly easy for Potomac Man to regain his status.

A fine illustration of this phenomenon has been demonstrated by Trent Lott, Republican senator from Mississippi and one of the most affable of all Potomac Men. A former Ole Miss cheerleader, he created such Potomac institutions as the Singing Senators (a barbershop quartet of lawmakers that appeared with the Oak Ridge Boys) and seersucker Thursdays (in which a third of the Senate risks ridicule for wearing the lightweight stripes). He was also a celebrated deal maker, serving as Senate Republican leader for years. He was about to become Senate majority leader again in 2002 after Republican election victories but then lost his perch at the unlikeliest of places—a hundredth birthday party for a fellow senator, Strom Thurmond.

Recalling Thurmond’s segregationist presidential campaign of 1948, Lott ad-libbed, “I want to say this about my state: When Strom Thurmond ran for president, we voted for him. We’re proud of it. And if the rest of the country had followed our lead, we wouldn’t have had all these problems over all these years, either.”

Proud? Thurmond had said during that campaign: “All the laws of Washington and all the bayonets of the Army cannot force the Negro into our homes, our schools, our churches.”

This was a problem. After a couple of days, the remarks blossomed into a front-page scandal. Lott apologized. “A poor choice of words conveyed to some the impression that I embraced the discarded policies of the past,” he said in a written statement. That was obviously insufficient, so he appeared in the public and said his words were “terrible and insensitive.” This didn’t help much, and Republicans began to whisper about whether Lott had become a hindrance to the party.

The next day, Bush went to a mostly black audience in Philadelphia and cut Lott loose. “He has apologized, and rightly so,” Bush said. “Every day our nation was segregated was a day that America was unfaithful to our founding ideals.” The lowly Lott issued another statement: “Senator Lott agrees with President Bush that his words were wrong, and he is sorry.” He worked the phones, apologizing to his fellow Republican senators for the harm done.

But the whispering wouldn’t stop, and so eight days after his offense, Lott offered his third apology, this time in a news conference. “I’m asking for forbearance and forgiveness as I continue to learn from my own mistakes,” he pleaded. He explained that he was “winging it” that night and confessed anew that his words were “totally unacceptable and insensitive, and I apologize for that.”

Word came back from Potomac Land: not good enough. Lott gave his fourth apology the next day. “I only hope that people will find it in their heart to forgive me for that grievous mistake,” he said. In a new low for groveling, he even announced that he would amplify his regrets on Black Entertainment Television. His staff sent out papers showing his support for African American causes. In the BET interview, he decried the “wrong and wicked” history of the South and stunned friend and foe alike by announcing his newfound enthusiasm for affirmative action.

The meek and obsequious route worked well for Specter, but it did not work at all for Lott; his transgression had been too visible for the party to ignore without serious political damage. Bush sent out word that he wanted Lott out, and he wanted a junior and relatively malleable senator, Frist, to replace him. A “senior Republican official” dropped the hint in the Washington Post: “The president is allowing the process to work itself out in a way that will seem natural and doesn’t have a lot of fingerprints on it.” In public, Bush aides refused to back Lott. With Bush’s blessing, Frist began his campaign to oust Lott. The next day, Lott resigned his leadership position.

The controversy ended abruptly. Frist took over and quickly established himself as a weak leader. Lott, embracing Potomac Man’s most tested recovery plan, wrote a book in which he called Frist’s act “a personal betrayal.” He took glee in punishing the White House and GOP leaders. Lott was one of the early detractors of Harriet Miers’s nomination to the Supreme Court, and stood outside the Senate chamber the day she withdrew and sang “Happy Days Are Here Again.” He suggested that Bush should dump his top strategist, Karl Rove; branded White House aides “all young and inexperienced” and accused the
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