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Introduction: The Narrator and the Operator

In 2018, after standing beside Kim Jong Un in Singapore, an American president described his relationship with the world’s most isolated dictator in the language of courtship. “He wrote me beautiful letters,” Trump would later tell a rally. “We fell in love.” Diplomats winced. Allies worried. But the words were not a slip. They were a description of how Trump believed the world worked: not through treaties and institutions, but through relationships between powerful men who could deliver for one another.

After the 2020 election, the same president spent more than an hour on the phone with Georgia’s Republican secretary of state. He did not ask Brad Raffensperger to investigate anything. He asked him for a number. “I just want to find 11,780 votes,” Trump said, “which is one more than we have.” Refusing, he warned, would be “a big risk.”

The two scenes belong to the same worldview. In the first, Trump is describing it. In the second, he is using it.

That distinction helps organize this book. Abroad, Trump has been a narrator. He arrived in a world already drifting from rules toward power: a rising China, a revisionist Russia, a generation of strongmen from Budapest to Brasília, and a Western public that had stopped believing globalization was working for it. He did not create that drift. He gave it a vocabulary, spoken from the most visible platform on earth, and in naming it he helped make it real.

At home, Trump has been an operator. The same logic that treats alliances as protection rackets and trade as tribute has been turned inward, against the institutions the American founders designed to restrain exactly this kind of leader. There, he did not merely describe the patron-client system. He built one. And he runs it.

This book argues that the liberal order is giving way to a patron’s order, abroad by drift and at home by design, and that it cannot be restored, only rebuilt.


What “Mafiocratic” Means

Political scientists have names for systems in which power flows through personal relationships rather than rules. We call them patron-client networks, machine politics, or neo-patrimonial states. In each, a powerful figure, the patron, provides protection, resources, and access. Clients provide loyalty, support, and compliance in return. The formal institutions of government usually remain in place. What changes is where power actually lives.

The word mafiocratic adds one more element: the protection racket. In a mafiocratic order, protection is not a right guaranteed by rules. It is a service sold by whoever has the power to withhold it. Loyalty is the price. Disloyalty is punished, sometimes quietly and sometimes as a public example. The line between friend and enemy is drawn not by principle but by the boss, continuously, according to his calculation of who is useful. The central question is no longer what the rules require, but who has the power to enforce them.

The analogy to organized crime is about structure, not just behavior. Al Capone’s Chicago had a city council, a police force, and courts. Everyone simply understood that outcomes depended on relationships, favors, and leverage. Tammany Hall’s New York held elections, and Tammany won them by delivering jobs, turkeys, and naturalization papers to people who repaid the favor at the polls. Neither system abolished government. Each ran a parallel system that mattered more.

That is the pattern this book traces, first among nations and then inside the United States. It is a claim that can be tested. Do institutions keep their independence, or are they converted into instruments of one person’s will? Does the law apply equally to the patron’s friends and to his named enemies? Does the state inflict harm on people as a demonstration of power? Each chapter returns to these questions, and the reader can make their own determinations.



Fuel, Product, Currency

Every patronage system runs on three things. Fear is its fuel: the conviction that something precious is under threat, from foreign rivals, from immigrants, from elites, from the other party. Protection is its product: the patron’s promise that he, personally, will stand between his clients and the threat. Loyalty is its currency: what clients pay for protection, and what the patron spends to keep his operators in line.

The formula explains a great deal that otherwise looks irrational. It explains why allies now pay for protection that used to be guaranteed. It explains why a governor flies migrants to Martha’s Vineyard, why a Justice Department indicts the president’s named enemies, and why a senator who calls a bill “agonizing” votes for it anyway. It explains why the patron’s base forgives failures that would sink an ordinary politician. The clients are not buying outcomes. They are buying the feeling of being protected.

It also explains the machine’s darkest feature. When the patron cannot or will not deliver material benefits, he can deliver something else: the visible humiliation of the people his clients have been taught to fear. Cruelty becomes a product.

The argument here is aimed at the patron model and at the machine and operators that run it in America. It is not aimed at the tens of millions of citizens who became its clients. Most of them are among those the machine serves least, and any durable repair of American democracy will need them.



How the Book Is Organized

Part I, The World, examines how a new presidential language revealed the return of power politics. It traces the rules-based order built after 1945, the forces that cracked it, and the political science that explains what is replacing it. Through trade, alliances, the treatment of adversaries, and the fate of smaller states, it shows how the logic of patronage has become the operating logic of international politics.

Part II, The Machine in the States, follows the worldview home. It shows how a nationalized Republican machine used twenty-three trifecta statehouses as its primary instrument, running on fear and delivering protection and cruelty as tangible products to a client base: on abortion, immigration, gender, guns, health care, and in the schools.

Part III, The Machine in Washington, traces the same logic one level up, inside the federal institutions built specifically to resist it: the civil service, the Justice Department, Congress, the courts and independent agencies, the election system itself, as well as the intelligentsia of universities, law firms, and the press. It ends with an accounting of what held, why, and what the machine leaves behind.

Part IV, The Patron’s New Tools: AI and the Corporate Tech States, argues that a technological transition is accelerating the political one. Artificial intelligence is the new uranium. Together with the minerals it runs on, the cheap drones it can direct, and the corporate states that build it, AI rewards exactly what patronage rewards: concentration, secrecy, speed, and a willingness to act without permission. Emerging technology will alter warfare and the geopolitical balance. The world must control the technology and the corporate states that are producing it.

Part V, After the Bosses: How to Chart a New Order, asks what comes next. It argues that the liberal order cannot be restored, only rebuilt, and it sets out what a rebuilt order would need at home and abroad, and who might build it, with specific proposals, a timeline, and the hope for a rebuilt order that deals with the most fundamental human needs.





Part I: The World




1. Rules Over Rulers

For nearly three decades after the Cold War, American policymakers assumed the future of international politics would be governed increasingly by rules rather than rulers.

The collapse of the Soviet Union appeared to vindicate the liberal democratic model. Markets expanded across continents. International institutions grew in influence. Former adversaries joined global trading systems. Military alliances widened. Democracy spread to regions where authoritarianism once seemed permanent.

Many observers concluded that history itself had entered a new phase. Great-power competition was fading. Territorial conquest was becoming obsolete. Economic interdependence would replace geopolitical rivalry. International institutions would increasingly manage disputes that previous generations settled through coercion or war.

The vision may have been imperfect, but it reflected a genuine belief—shared across administrations of both parties and a growing number of nations—that power politics was gradually being constrained by a shared set of rules.

Today that belief looks increasingly like nostalgia.

Russia has invaded neighboring states. China openly seeks regional predominance in Asia. Middle Eastern powers compete for influence across the region. Economic dependence is increasingly viewed as a strategic vulnerability rather than a stabilizing force. Alliances that once appeared permanent are being publicly reassessed. Smaller nations hedge between competing powers instead of committing fully to a single bloc.

The international system is not fully collapsing. But it is changing—and changing in ways that were already underway before Donald Trump arrived in Washington. What Trump contributed, more than the transformation itself, was a vocabulary for describing it. He became the most prominent political figure in the world to express out loud what others preferred to leave unsaid: the system was no longer evolving toward more democratic cooperation—but was reverting to a politics of power.

His language deserves careful examination. Because the worldview it expressed—transactional, conditional, personal, power-first—has a name in political science. And understanding that name helps explain not just Trump, but the world he described—perhaps abrasively, but also fluently.


The Rules-Based Order

For most of recorded history, global politics revolved around competing empires, kingdoms, and great powers. Security depended on military strength. Alliances shifted constantly. Smaller states survived by accommodating stronger neighbors or balancing against them.

Following the devastation of two world wars in the first half of the twentieth century, American policymakers sought to create something different. Rather than treating power as the sole currency of international relations, they sought to embed power within a framework of institutions, alliances, legal commitments, and shared norms. The framework shaped expectations about how states should behave toward one another, even when they sometimes violated its principles.

The institutions that emerged after 1945—the United Nations, the Bretton Woods monetary system, NATO, the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade—were designed to reduce the role of raw power in international affairs. Countries would still compete, but competition would be constrained by norms, institutions, and mutual interests.

The United States occupied a unique position within this arrangement. It possessed overwhelming military and economic power—yet frequently exercised that power in support of a broader system rather than immediate national gain. American leaders justified foreign policy commitments not simply in terms of self-interest but as investments in a shared framework. The United States often bent or broke the rules it publicly championed—in Vietnam, in Iraq, in the support of convenient dictatorships from Latin America to the Middle East. Yet the system rested on two mutually reinforcing premises.

The first was that rules should at least nominally constrain power—that even the strongest party operated within a framework rather than above it. The second was that the United States, as the framework’s primary architect and guarantor, had a particular obligation to be seen preserving it: not merely as a matter of principle, but because the order’s survival depended on American willingness to protect and sustain it. Credibility and commitment were inseparable.

For decades, that framework—however imperfect—defined international politics. Then the foundations began to crack.



The Return of the Strongman Era

Several developments converged during the early twenty-first century.

China’s economic rise produced the first serious challenger to American influence since the Cold War. Russia reasserted itself under Vladimir Putin, annexing Crimea in 2014 and framing its ambitions in explicitly civilizational terms. Globalization generated political backlash throughout the Western world. International institutions struggled to address emerging challenges—the 2008 financial crisis, the Syrian civil war, the COVID-19 pandemic—that exposed the limits of multilateral governance.

At the same time, a generation of leaders emerged who viewed institutions not as guardians of order but as instruments of power—useful when convenient, dispensable when not. Viktor Orbán declared liberal democracy a failed project and rebuilt Hungary around what he called “illiberal” governance. Recep Tayyip Erdoğan progressively dismantled Turkey’s independent judiciary and press. Narendra Modi’s government oversaw the erosion of secular constitutional norms in India. Jair Bolsonaro openly admired Brazil’s former military dictatorship. These were not isolated cases. They were symptoms of a broader shift in the grammar of politics and the operating rules of political power.

Trump fit naturally into this emerging environment—and more than any other leader, he gave it a voice the world could hear.

Unlike previous American presidents, he rarely spoke of defending a rules-based order. He rarely framed alliances as enduring commitments rooted in common values. He did not pretend that power was constrained by institutions. Instead, he described international relationships as negotiations in which every participant sought advantage. Friends and adversaries alike became parties to a transaction.

The language was new for an American president. But the logic was ancient. And it had a remarkably precise analog in the domestic political history of the United States itself.





2. The Capone Model

To understand the emerging order, it is useful to consider the political logic represented by Al Capone. Capone’s significance was not merely criminal. He embodied a particular way of organizing authority.

Capone did not abolish government. He created a parallel system that frequently overshadowed it. In Chicago during the 1920s, city aldermen attended his parties. Police captains accepted his envelopes. Judges understood which verdicts were possible and which were not. Formal institutions existed. Yet everyone understood that real outcomes often depended on relationships, favors, leverage, and demonstrations of power. Protection was available—but not automatically, and not cheaply. Loyalty mattered. Relationships were personal. Agreements lasted only as long as they benefited the participants. Territory was carefully respected and fiercely defended. Perhaps most importantly, power created legitimacy—and success itself became evidence of authority.

The comparison to Trump is not about criminality. It is about a recognizable style of governance and, more specifically, about the language Trump used to describe how the world works. His political vocabulary often reflected similar assumptions: institutions were obstacles, loyalty mattered more than expertise, relationships were personal, agreements were temporary, and protection—whether of an ally, a trading partner, or a domestic industry—was never unconditional.

The resulting worldview is what political scientists might call patron-client politics—projected onto the international stage.


From Capone to Political Science

The Capone analogy is vivid. But political scientists have spent decades studying systems that operate according to similar principles without involving organized crime at all. Understanding those systems is key to understanding why Trump’s rhetoric felt so foreign to Western ears—and so familiar to much of the rest of the world.

Across different regions and historical periods, scholars have identified recurring forms of governance that rely less on formal institutions than on personal relationships. These clientelist systems are described as patron-client networks, machine politics, or neo-patrimonial states. Although they differ in important details, they share one defining characteristic: power flows through relationships rather than rules—even when the rules remain formally in place.

In a patron-client system, a powerful figure—the patron—provides protection, resources, or access to opportunities. In return, clients offer loyalty, support, and compliance. The relationship is not based primarily on law or ideology. It is transactional. Both sides benefit, but the patron remains dominant because clients depend on access to resources the patron controls. Feudalism is the classic historical example.

Machine politics in the United States provides an instructive historical example. New York’s Tammany Hall did not govern through ideology but through networks. Jobs, contracts, and services were distributed through personal connections. Citizens experienced political participation not as engagement with abstract institutions but as a relationship with a local political boss who could deliver tangible results—an immigrant family helped with naturalization papers, a neighborhood merchant protected from a harassment fine, a longshoreman placed on a dock crew. The system was often remarkably effective. But it depended on loyalty and personal authority rather than transparent institutional procedures.

Neo-patrimonial systems operate according to similar principles on a national scale. Formal institutions remain, yet actual decision-making is concentrated within networks centered on individual leaders. Political power becomes personalized. Access to the leader matters more than formal position. Institutions exist, but they become subordinate to personal relationships.

Think of contemporary Russia, where formal ministries and courts continue to operate, yet businessmen who cross Vladimir Putin find their companies suddenly subject to tax audits, their passports confiscated, or their health abruptly and mysteriously declining. Or Venezuela under Hugo Chávez, where oil revenues were channeled through presidential programs that bypassed independent institutional oversight and were personally associated with Chávez himself, creating dependency and loyalty in a single transaction. Or the Philippines under Rodrigo Duterte, who bypassed the criminal justice system entirely, openly endorsing extrajudicial killings while his personal approval ratings remained remarkably high, because his constituents experienced his protection as direct and unmediated by institutional delay.

In each case, the formal architecture of governance remains. What changes is where power actually lives.



Trump’s Vocabulary

Viewed through this lens, Trump’s rhetoric becomes less puzzling and more precise.

Previous presidents generally justified policy through treaties, alliances, and shared principles—even when those principles were honored more in rhetoric than in practice. The language of the liberal order was maintained because American credibility depended on it.

Trump abandoned that language almost entirely and, in doing so, described international relations less as a constitutional order and more as a patronage network.

What replaced it had a name—America First—even if its architects rarely used it analytically. Its logic is the logic of the patron asserting the primacy of his own clients over any broader system of mutual obligation—foreign and domestic simultaneously, the two operating on the same underlying circuit.

America First is not simply nationalism, though nationalism is part of it. It is a specific governing philosophy: that the United States should optimize every international relationship for immediate, measurable American advantage rather than for the maintenance of a shared framework whose benefits are diffuse and long-term. Trade deals should be renegotiated bilaterally, where American leverage is greatest. Immigration should be restricted to prevent foreign labor from competing with American workers. International bodies, treaties and programs—the UN, the WHO, the Paris Climate Agreement, USAID—should be defunded or exited whenever they were perceived as imposing constraints on American industry or national sovereignty, or if offering insufficient benefits. Alliances should deliver quantifiable returns. U.S. industries whose interests align with the patron’s political base—such as the fossil fuel sector—should be freed from the green energy mandates that multilateral frameworks impose.

Each of these positions, taken individually, has a defensible policy rationale. Taken together, they describe something more fundamental: the withdrawal of the United States from the role of underwriter of a rules-based system and its reassertion as a transactional power that deals bilaterally, on its own terms, from its own strength. That is the language of a patronage network, rather than a rules-based or constitutional order.

Consider how it played out across the specific domains where the shift was visible.





3. Tribute and Protection


Trade: Leverage Over Rules

Where previous presidents spoke of opening markets and leveling the playing field through rules-based mechanisms like the World Trade Organization, Trump spoke of bilateral leverage.

When he imposed steel and aluminum tariffs in his first term, he justified them not through any multilateral framework but through a national security statute—Section 232—that effectively said: we decide what our interests require, and institutions do not constrain that decision. The message to trading partners was unmistakable: the terms of your market access are subject to renegotiation at American discretion, at any time, for any reason the patron deems sufficient.

The second term raised the stakes considerably. Universal baseline tariffs, sweeping sectoral tariffs, and the use of tariff threats as leverage in negotiations with allies and adversaries alike transformed what had been an aggressive trade posture into something closer to a permanent state of transactional pressure. The patron’s trading partners—allies and rivals alike—found themselves in a condition familiar to clients in any patronage system: never quite certain what the terms of access were, because the terms were always subject to the patron’s next calculation.

Critics read this as the abandonment of the rules-based trading system. Supporters offered a harder-edged version: the multilateral system had stopped producing enforceable rules, and direct bilateral pressure—however crude—was the only tool still capable of extracting concessions that the rules-based process could no longer deliver. China had learned to use the WTO’s procedures instrumentally—filing complaints against American measures while systematically ignoring








Alliances: Protection for a Price
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