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    For those who read from another country, and who do not, for that reason, look on from afar.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Broken eggs cannot be mended." 
Abraham Lincoln, letter to August Belmont, 1862

      

    


Portions of this book were written with the assistance of an AI writing tool. The author used it for research support, drafting, and editing, and retained full editorial control over all analysis, argument, sourcing, and final decisions.
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​Prologue
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I write this from the Pacific Northwest, in a house that looks out over the bay at Port Townsend, several thousand kilometers from the country where I grew up. Across the Strait of Juan de Fuca lies Canada, the country where I was born. I have lived close to a third of my life in each of those three countries: Colombia, the United States, Canada.

Colombia is always in the next window over, in the language I dream in, in the dead I count when I cannot sleep. Colombia has just elected Abelardo de la Espriella president, a combative criminal defense lawyer who flaunts his money and his machismo, stars in his own music videos, and campaigns on viral one-liners that point to someone else as the cause of everything. He did not come from politics. He polled just over one percent, and fifteen months later he won the presidency, and he closed his campaign on an influencer's livestream rather than a debate. He won promising to treat transitional justice, the process that tries the false positives (the civilians the army killed and dressed up as guerrillas to inflate the body count) and upholds the 2016 peace accord, as persecution. Anyone who sees peace as an obstacle is, at bottom, proposing a return to war.

The United States is outside, in the street, in the co-op where I buy my food, in the No Kings marches against Trump, in the news that comes in without asking permission.

Canada is across the water, and also inside. It is where my children were born and spent their childhood, in a country without war. And it is where I worked for years in a federal government agency that funded research for community development in Latin America, Africa, and Asia, with a method that was the opposite of the great powers': ask each community what it needs before deciding for it. There is public health there, public education is funded, there has been a process of reparation for Indigenous peoples, and its prime minister, Mark Carney, has become an unlikely hero for reining in Trump and his abuses. Living across from Canada teaches something simple and easy to forget from the south: that many of the things debated in the United States as impossible work every day on the other side of the same border. I have lived inside all three for decades, and I write from that triple belonging, as someone who has swept the floors of all three houses rather than a guest with opinions about a home that is not his own.

I am a novelist. Before that I was a professor, and for years I studied migration, access to information, and international development in Latin America and in other parts of the world where the power of the United States arrives before its name does. Those two lives, the researcher and the storyteller, meet in this book. What I offer here does not set out to be a treatise in political science. It is the view of someone who has spent the last years writing fiction about how democracies break, how men who set out to defend a cause end up devouring it, and how ordinary people get caught in the gears while the big names argue in the newspapers.

This book comes from a conviction that has stayed with me since the start of what many, inside the United States, still call an anomaly. It was not an anomaly. The architects of the so-called Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation and its allies, said so themselves, out loud and in writing, before anything happened. They wanted to dismantle the regulatory state, concentrate authority in the executive, and return the republic to a nineteenth-century model: narrow federal reach, broad presidential discretion, and a much smaller group of people truly covered by the promises of the Constitution. They advanced further than almost anyone believed possible. And against that project, the dominant response was still a project of restoration. Get back to normal. Rebuild the institutions. Return to how we were before.

That restoration instinct is the mistake this book tries to name. The normal that came before is precisely what made this moment possible.

Hence the title. Against Project 2025, a demolition plan disguised as a program of government, I propose thinking about a Project 2029: an agenda of reconstruction rather than a list of progressive wishes, as serious, as structurally ambitious, and as patient as the project it means to undo. Reconstruction, not restoration. The difference between those two words is the difference between a response equal to the damage and a guaranteed repetition of it.

I chose the frame of Reconstruction knowing what I was doing, and since it bears explaining for anyone who did not grow up with that history, I will pause on it a moment. When the Civil War ended in 1865, the United States had to decide what to do with a defeated South and with four million people who had just stopped being slaves. The Republicans who drove Reconstruction did not try simply to return the country to how it was before the war, because they understood that what existed before the war had produced the war. They tried to build something that had never existed. They passed three amendments to the Constitution: the one that abolished slavery, the one that guaranteed equal protection under the law, birthright citizenship, and due process, and the one that barred denying the vote on grounds of race. They created the Freedmen's Bureau to raise schools, mediate labor contracts, and distribute land. For the first time, Black men reached Congress and the legislatures of the South. It was the first serious attempt to turn the founding promise of equality into law.

That project was defeated, and how it was defeated matters. A better argument did not defeat it. Organized terror did, along with a political bargain that in 1877 pulled federal troops out of the South in exchange for the presidency, and the long acquiescence of the rest of the country, which preferred reconciliation among whites to justice for the freedpeople. Then came nearly a century of legal segregation, until the civil rights movement began to reverse it in the sixties. I tell this because the United States stands today at a comparable turning point, and because the lesson of Reconstruction has two faces. One: against structural damage, the response has to be structural, and not a return to the earlier normal. The other: even the most just reconstruction can be lost if those who take it on grow tired before their enemies do. The temptation to restore the normal is the temptation to raise the house again over the same crack in the foundation.

Someone might ask what a novelist is doing writing about the Senate filibuster and antitrust law. I have been writing for more than twenty years, though for most of that time I did it as an academic, on migration and access to information. The novels came later, and with them I discovered that I had spent years circling this subject without calling it by its name. I have written about island nations where democracy comes apart by paperwork and not by coup, about guerrillas who end up resembling what they fought, about brothers separated by the violence of a country that never finishes reconciling. I will not summarize those stories here. I will bring them in across the book, in fragments, when the political argument needs something only a scene can give: a face, a kitchen, a sentence said in a low voice. What fiction taught me, and no essay would have taught me with the same force, is that democracies almost never die of a single blow. They die slowly, by paperwork. And the hardest thing to resist comes in the middle, not at the end. At the end everything is visible. In the middle you can still argue that things are not as bad as they look.

That is why this book is full of novels. Not as ornament. Every time a story appears in these pages it is because it reaches a place the political argument, on its own, cannot. The statistic says the richest one percent owns more than the poorest ninety. The novel says what it feels like to be the man who goes down into the mine that is not his, on land that is not his, to sell the only thing he has, which is his body. Both things are true.

I write, then, as an observer, and as someone worried about what he sees. What is breaking down in the United States repeats, in other accents, in many places, and because of that country's size it shows there more clearly than anywhere else. De la Espriella follows in Colombia the same road Trump opened in the north: contempt for institutions, politics turned into spectacle, the adversary marked as an internal enemy, justice treated as persecution. It is the road of Nayib Bukele in El Salvador, who suspended guarantees and filled a mega-prison while his popularity climbed. It is the road of Javier Milei in Argentina, who came to power promising to take a chainsaw to the state. Each with his own accent and his own flag, but the script is recognizable from one country to the next. That is why this book, though its subject is the United States, points beyond it: to a way of taking democracy apart that has already crossed borders, and to what it would take to rebuild it.

I write for an international reader, and I do it on purpose. Most of the people who will read these pages live outside the United States, and the view from outside clears up things the view from inside tends to hide. From Bogotá, from Managua, from Dakar, from anywhere that has lived with the consequences of American power, you recognize the pattern at once, because you have seen it before. Latin America has spent two centuries as the laboratory where the same dynamics now taking the north by surprise are tried out, more brutally, with less to cushion the blow. I do not write this with satisfaction. I write it because whoever has seen the movie knows something useful about how it ends, and about the few places where the ending can still change.

The pages that follow cross several territories. First, the underlying argument: why rebuild and not restore. Then the architecture of democratic power, the economy, and rights. Then the layer politics usually saves for last even though it holds everything up: information and truth, memory and who controls the past, faith and the place of religion in public life. Then the United States before the world. At the end, what all of this adds up to, and what it will cost, and why it will cost more not to do it. I close with a letter to the reader in another country, because this book began outside and I want it to end there.

One last thing. In these pages I name things by their names: Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation, Trump, the false positives scandal, the captured Court. Vague references to "the architects" or "the administration" weaken the argument, and this is a moment for strong arguments. The book begins outside, with this letter, and ends outside, with another. Between the two is what I believe has to be understood before trying to rebuild anything: how it broke, why repairing it is not enough, and what it would take to raise something able to withstand the next tremor.

Ricardo Gómez Port Townsend, WA, 2026
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​Chapter 1 Broken Eggs
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Washington was blistering in the last days of July 1862, and the war was going badly. That spring McClellan had pushed up the Peninsula to the outskirts of Richmond and then fallen back to the James, and the North counted its dead the way you count kernels of corn, with no victory to set against them. One thing had gone right: New Orleans had fallen to the Union in the spring, and with it the question of Louisiana turned real and urgent. What would it mean to bring a slave state back into a Union at war over slavery? On Lincoln's desk lay a complaint written in New Orleans and forwarded to him through the Republican boss Thurlow Weed by August Belmont, the New York financier and chairman of the Democratic Party. Belmont and the men who thought as he did wanted one reassurance above all: that the war was being fought to restore the Union as it was, with slavery left standing, and that the president would go no further.

Lincoln took up his pen and answered with a line that has outlasted him. Broken eggs cannot be mended. Louisiana, he wrote, has nothing to do now but to take her place in the Union as it was, barring the already broken eggs, and the sooner she does it, the smaller will be the share past mending. And he added a warning worth keeping: this government cannot much longer play a game in which it stakes everything while its enemies stake nothing, letting them spend ten years trying to destroy the republic and then, if they fail, walk back in as though nothing had happened ​[1].

Lincoln was speaking almost literally. Fort Sumter had broken something. Whatever the United States was after the war would not be what it had been before, and the wish to restore all of it exactly as it was, beyond being impossible, hid a refusal to understand what had happened. Slavery was the broken egg. It could not be beaten back and returned to the shell.

That line has stayed with me over the last years, because the dominant response to Trump and his administration is still a project of restoration. Get back to normal. Rebuild the institutions. Return to how we were before. The trouble is that the earlier normal is what produced this moment. You cannot go back to the conditions that made something possible and act surprised when the thing happens again.

They Said It Themselves

IT HELPS TO BEGIN BY throwing out the idea that these years were an accident, a passing bad mood of history. They were not, and the best proof is that the people who designed them wrote it down in advance. In 2022, the Heritage Foundation and some one hundred forty former officials of the first Trump administration published a document of nearly nine hundred pages, Mandate for Leadership 2025: The Conservative Promise, the heart of what became known as Project 2025 ​[2]. It was less a list of loose proposals than a theory of power. It rested on an extreme reading of the so-called unitary executive theory, by which almost all the authority of the federal government should concentrate in the White House, and it proposed to dismantle the regulatory state, purge the career bureaucracy, and return the republic to a nineteenth-century model: narrow federal reach, broad presidential discretion, and a much smaller group of people truly covered by the promises of the Constitution.

Its authors said so out loud and in writing. And they delivered. By February 2026, the Center for Progressive Reform, which tracks it action by action, calculated that the administration had begun or completed fifty-three percent of that agenda: two hundred eighty-three of five hundred thirty-two measures, spread across twenty federal agencies ​[3]. A government does not improvise at that pace. This is a plan, carried out with method.

The Dismantling by Paperwork

THE HARDEST THING TO explain about these years, above all to someone who expects authoritarianism to arrive with tanks and curfews, is that almost none of it was spectacular. It was office work. Memos. A signature at the bottom of a page.

On the first day of the second term, January 20, 2025, Trump signed executive order 14171, reviving an instrument designed in 2020 and then shelved: reclassifying tens of thousands of career federal employees to make them, in practice, removable at will. He renamed it Schedule Policy/Career. For more than a year the machinery moved slowly, through draft regulations and public comments, of which more than forty thousand reached the personnel office and close to ninety-four
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