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PROLOGUE

	The City That Governs

	

	 

	There is a version of Washington that appears on television, and there is the Washington that actually governs the United States. They are not the same place.

	The televised city is a place of personalities — presidents and senators, press secretaries and pundits, the daily theater of conflict that fills the cable news hours and the social media feeds. It is a city of faces and names, of statements and reactions, of the perpetual present tense in which the news cycle lives. It is real, but it is the surface.

	Beneath it lies the other Washington — the one that does not appear on television, that has no faces the public would recognize, that operates in the same buildings year after year regardless of which party controls the White House. This is the city of 2.1 million civilian federal employees. The city of 438 agencies, bureaus, offices, and commissions. The city of the people who actually administer the programs, enforce the laws, process the applications, conduct the inspections, manage the budgets, and keep the vast apparatus of the modern American state functioning from one day to the next.

	This second Washington is the subject of this book.

	Most accounts of the Trump presidency are accounts of the man. They follow his decisions, his statements, his conflicts, his character. They are, in their way, necessary — the president is the most consequential single actor in the American system, and understanding him is essential to understanding what occurred. But they leave something out. They leave out the building.

	Because a presidency is not only a person. It is a person operating inside an institution — a vast, complex, deeply rooted institution with its own history, its own culture, its own operating procedures, and its own forms of resistance and accommodation. When a new president arrives, he does not govern in a vacuum. He governs through the machinery. And the machinery has a character of its own.

	What happened to that machinery between 2017 and 2021 is a story that the personality-driven accounts cannot fully tell. It is the story of what happens to an institution when the person at its head regards it not as an inheritance to be stewarded but as an obstacle to be overcome. It is the story of the career civil servants who found themselves, often unexpectedly, on the front lines of a confrontation they had not sought. It is the story of the unwritten rules that turned out to be more fragile than anyone had assumed, and of the formal structures that turned out to be more resilient than anyone had feared.

	It is the story of the city that governs — and of what was done to it, and what it did in return.

	This book follows the machine, not the man. It is, in the most literal sense, a story about the building rather than its occupant. And it begins with a simple proposition that the events of these four years would test as it had rarely been tested before: that the American system of government is designed to function regardless of who occupies its highest office — and that this design, the work of people who understood that not every president could be trusted, would be asked to prove itself.

	 


PART ONE: THE MACHINE

	 


 

	Chapter 1

	THE INHERITED APPARATUS

	The Machine Trump Received

	
	"The executive Power shall be vested in a President of the United States of America."

	— Article II, Section 1, United States Constitution

	
	 

	THE INHERITED APPARATUS

	When a president takes the oath of office, he assumes command of an apparatus whose scale is genuinely difficult to comprehend. The numbers are abstractions until you sit with them.

	The federal executive branch, at the moment Donald Trump took office, employed approximately 2.1 million civilian workers — not counting the 1.3 million active-duty military personnel also under his command as commander in chief. It operated on an annual budget of roughly $4 trillion. It administered programs touching virtually every American: health insurance for more than 100 million people through Medicare and Medicaid, retirement income for some 60 million through Social Security, nutrition assistance for 40 million, and the enforcement of laws governing everything from the safety of the food supply to the integrity of the financial system to the quality of the air.

	This apparatus did not spring into being with any single president. It was the accumulated product of more than two centuries of institutional growth, accelerating dramatically in the twentieth century through the New Deal, the Second World War, the Great Society, and the national security expansion that followed 9/11. Each era had added new agencies, new authorities, new layers of administrative capacity. By 2017, the result was an institution of staggering complexity — one that no single human being could fully understand, let alone personally direct.

	The genius and the vulnerability of this apparatus lay in the same feature: it ran largely on its own. The president sat at the top of a structure that, for the most part, functioned without his direct involvement. The Social Security checks went out whether or not the president thought about them. The food inspections occurred. The air traffic was controlled. The patents were processed. The vast machinery of the administrative state operated according to statutes passed by Congress, regulations developed through formal procedures, and the daily decisions of hundreds of thousands of career officials who would never meet the president and whose work he would never review.

	This self-governing quality was, by design, a feature rather than a flaw. The framers of the modern administrative state — across both parties, over many decades — had built an institution intended to provide continuity and competence regardless of the political fortunes of any particular administration. Elections would change the leadership. The machinery would endure.

	But the same feature that provided stability also created a target. For a president who regarded the existing machinery as hostile to his purposes — staffed by people who did not share his worldview, operating according to procedures that constrained his freedom of action, embodying a set of policy commitments he had been elected to overturn — the self-governing apparatus was not a source of reassurance. It was an enemy. And the language that the incoming administration used to describe it reflected exactly that understanding.

	"The administrative state," in the vocabulary of the people who arrived in Washington in January 2017, was not a neutral description of the federal bureaucracy. It was an accusation. The phrase implied an unelected, unaccountable power center — a permanent government that operated beyond the reach of democratic control, frustrating the will of the people as expressed through their elected president. The goal, as the president's chief strategist would put it in the administration's first weeks, was the "deconstruction" of this state.

	To understand what that meant — and what it would do — requires understanding what the apparatus actually was, beyond the polemical caricature.

	The career civil service had been established, in its modern form, by the Pendleton Civil Service Reform Act of 1883, passed in the aftermath of President James Garfield's assassination by a disappointed office seeker. Before Pendleton, federal jobs were distributed through the "spoils system" — the winning party rewarded its supporters with government positions, and the entire federal workforce turned over with each change of administration. The result was endemic corruption, rampant incompetence, and a government that could barely function through the transitions. The Pendleton Act began the process of replacing the spoils system with a merit-based civil service — federal employees hired on the basis of qualifications, protected from political removal, and expected to serve whichever administration the voters elected.

	Over the following century, this merit-based civil service expanded to cover the overwhelming majority of federal employees. By 2017, of the 2.1 million civilian federal workers, only about 4,000 were political appointees who changed with each administration. The remaining 2.096 million were career employees — protected by civil service rules, hired through competitive processes, and expected to provide their professional expertise to the elected leadership regardless of party.

	This was the apparatus Trump inherited. Not a cabal. Not a conspiracy. A workforce of professionals — lawyers, scientists, economists, analysts, administrators, inspectors, and managers — who had built careers around the competent execution of the laws Congress had passed. Many of them held views about policy that differed sharply from the incoming administration's. Some of them were genuinely hostile to its agenda. But the institutional culture in which they operated was one of non-partisan service, established by law and reinforced by professional norm: you served the president the voters elected, you implemented the law as directed, and if you were asked to do something illegal, you refused or resigned.

	The incoming administration did not trust this culture. It saw, in the career workforce, not a neutral instrument to be redirected but an ideological adversary to be neutralized. And the tension between these two understandings — the apparatus as professional service versus the apparatus as enemy — would define the institutional history of the next four years.

	The machine Trump inherited was vast, complex, self-governing, and staffed by professionals committed to a tradition of non-partisan service. The question that the next four years would answer was whether that tradition — never enshrined in any single enforceable law, dependent ultimately on the willingness of individuals to honor it — could withstand a sustained assault from the top.

	The answer, as we will see, was complicated. The machine bent. In places it broke. In places it held

	
	
	
	
	




