What is the Freedom Caucus?

Tony Farrell, November 16 - 18, 2023

The Republican Party of today is not my grandfather’s Republican Party. Today’s GOP has
groups within the party with different goals. There are terms and names | hear tossed about on the
news, and | wanted to better understand them. This is my attempt to clear things up for myself. |

hope you’ll find it useful too.

The Political Spectrum

In its most basic form, the political spectrum runs from liberal, on the left, to conservative,

on the right. Moderates are at the center, between the two extremes.
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Democrats are generally viewed as “blue” because of their relatively liberal views, and
Republicans are generally considered “red” because of their relatively conservative views. States
like Texas, which tend to have Republican representation, are considered “red states”, while states

like California, which tends to elect Democrat representation, are considered “blue states.”
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The most liberal among the liberals are said to be at “far left”, while the most conservative
among conservatives are said to be at “far right.” Notable examples are Senator Bernie Sanders (D-

VT) and Senator Ted Cruz (R-TX).

The Republican Conference

The Republican Conference, which is comprised of Republican Congresspeople, is known
to have conservative views. Each Representative’s political appetites generally fall somewhere

along the right half of the political spectrum.

The Tea Party

In 2009, primarily conservative politicians and activists created a political movement calling
for smaller government, reduction of the national debt and lower taxes, and advocated for an
economy more dependent on market forces, without government oversight. The Tea Party steered
clear of social issues like abortion and illegal immigration and worked to avoid American military
involvement in foreign affairs. In 2013, Speaker of the House John Boehner fought back against Tea
Party Representatives’ efforts to force the United States into default rather than raise the debt
ceiling. (This was perhaps the flashpoint that created the Freedom Caucus.) The Tea Party, which at
one time may have included 20% of the Republican Conference, was influential on the conference
as awhole; by 2016, some of its ideals had been adopted by the conference generally — meaning

The Tea Party moved the Republican Party further right. '

The Freedom Caucus
In 2015, a group of ultra-conservatives and Tea Party members formed with the goal of

pushing Republican leadership further right and of ousting Speaker Boehner. A key difference
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between the Freedom Caucus and the Tea Party is its willingness to engage on social issues the Tea

Party avoided — abortion and immigration being perhaps the best examples.

Of notable interest in the context of 2023, The Congressman who appeared most likely to
succeed Boehner as Speaker was Congressman Kevin McCarthy, the House Majority Leader, but

the Freedom Caucus withheld its support.

Under the Trump Administration, the Freedom Caucus changed its focus from legislation to
defense of President Trump during the Special Counsel Investigation led by Robert Mueller.
President Trump later appointed two former Freedom Caucus members as his Chief of Staff: Mick
Mulvaney (2019 —2020) and Mark Meadows (2020 - 2021), highlighting the close alignment

between the President and the Freedom Caucus.

After President Trump’s defeat in 2020, many Freedom Caucus members supported

Trump’s attempts to overturn the election results.

Probably the biggest claim the Freedom Caucus has to fame is the infamous deposition of
Speaker of the House Kevin McCarthy, as a function of rule changes the caucus demanded before
supporting McCarthy for the position. Apart from restoring the motion to vacate the chair, the

caucus also demanded an increase in representation among committee chairpersonships.

The Freedom Caucus does not disclose its members, and membership by invitation only. Its
influence has grown among the Republican Conference, with an estimated 12% of House
Republicans in 2016 to an estimated 21% of House Republicans in 2022. Media outlets report
Congressman Scott Perry (R-NY) is the Freedom Caucus Chairman and Congressman Jim Jordan
(R-OH) is its Vice-Chairman (Jordan is thought to have been Chairman when the group initially

formed). "
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Other Factions

The America First Caucus was a splinter group that formed briefly from the Freedom
Caucus in 2021, led by Marjorie Taylor Greene (R-GA), Paul Gosar (R-AZ) and Matt Gaetz (R-FL).
Later, a subset of the more radical Freedom Caucus members and Trump loyalists formed “The
MAGA Squad,” a cabal which included Greene, Gosar, Gaetz, Lauren Boebert (R-CO) and others.
Most notably, some of the “Squad” have fully embraced the notion of the Republican Party as “a
single entity for defending the high status of white, Christian, rural Americans,” such that they have

introduced legislation, public commentary, or resolutions that reflect their view.™ Vv Vi vi vil

Potential Effect on the PANAMA Bill

There are two members of the House Committee on Veterans Affairs who are also
suspected members of the Freedom Caucus. One is on the Disability and Memorial Affairs
subcommittee, which has control of the PANAMA bill: Congressman Eli Crane (R-AZ). Crane
promoted the conspiracy theory about fraud in the 2020 Presidential election, called upon the
Arizona legislature to decertify President Biden’s victory, and upon the Attorney General of Arizona
to launch a criminal investigation into alleged voter fraud. He was endorsed by former president
Trump in his 2022 electoral campaign. One wonders if, through Crane and DAMA subcommittee
Chairman Morgan Luttrell’s shared history as Navy SEALs, Crane’s position on spending vis-a-vis
his Freedom Caucus membership may hold some sway over Luttrell, despite some difference in

respective appetites for conservativism. *** <

Conclusion

Now | better understand why | hear the names of these congresspeople so often, though |

hadn’t understood they were working as a bloc. With roots in the Tea Party, which opposed Obama
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Administration policies and initiatives, the Freedom Caucus works aggressively to grow their right-
wing influence and power, pushing the Republican Conference further to the right and willing to
threaten the passage of legislation (like appropriations) without favorable concessions. * Whether
the caucus holds any specific sway over the DAMA subcommittee’s ability to move the PANAMA bill
forward seems in doubt. Within the Freedom Caucus is a subset of extreme Trump loyalists —
personalities we’ve come to recognize as “MAGA Republicans” through media reporting —who also

seek to promote social injustice.
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