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Abstract: In this essay, President Donald Trump’s policies are evaluated in terms 
of their impact on American federalism. Rather than producing an era of signifi-
cant devolution, the paper argues that the Trump administration will primarily 
result in very typical policy changes to American federalism. In particular, the 
Trump administration will redirect state resources away from policy areas that 
undercut Trump’s political agenda while placing more support behind programs 
that advance the president’s agenda. The one significant change that the Trump 
administration could bring about is an even greater centralization of political 
power in the executive, perhaps to a degree that undermines the traditional 
checks and balances of American federalism.

Introduction
When Donald Trump was elected president last November, it raised a number of 
important questions for political scientists, especially for those who study state 
capacity and development. Since Trump commands majorities in both Congres-
sional chambers, has the opportunity to appoint more than one hundred federal 
judges, and his party exerts significant control over state legislatures, Trump will 
have considerable authority to alter the direction and tone of the American state 
(Rucker and Barnes 2016). While the politics of mandates are complex, Trump 
certainly possesses a significant opportunity to redefine American politics and in 
particular nature of the American state (Weigel 2017).

The most useful lens for thinking about changes in state capacity and 
authority over the coming years is federalism. In many ways, most of the major 
issues in American politics boil down to conflicts over federalism, specifically 
to debates over how much power should be contained within the federal state 
( Robertson  2011). In the case of the Trump presidency, it initially appeared as 
though we would be entering a period of devolution, with Trump shrinking 
the federal state’s size. Notably, Trump’s close advisor, Steve Bannon, openly 
declared war on the administrative state and promised to shrink its size, marking 
perhaps the first time that an American political development concept has been 
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front and center in American politics (Rucker and Costa 2017). However, while 
Republicans often make strong rhetorical claims about reducing the scope of the 
federal state, their political actions do not always reflect that position. In that 
vein, I contend that the Trump administration has not seriously thought about 
new ways to distribute power between state and federal governments. Instead, 
Trump and his Republican allies in Congress are primarily interested in altering 
the way the federal state operates, strengthening it in some areas while under-
mining it in other places. Thus, any changes to federalism that emerge during the 
Trump era will be unintentional, and a reflection of simply using federal power to 
serve different interests rather than a significant reconsideration of what federal 
power means. This interest in maintaining federal power, and merely using it for 
new ends, should hardly be a surprise. The very real attraction of using federal 
power to accomplish political goals makes Republicans less likely to dismantle 
the federal state than we might initially have imagined.

Hence, I argue that Trump will not shrink that federal state, but rather he will 
redirect the federal state in new directions. In particular, I argue that an American 
state with a greater emphasis on policing and a reduced focus on other public 
goods will emerge during the Trump administration. However, since devolution 
is not actually a primary focus of the Trump administration, the federal state will 
remain a powerful political actor under this administration. Additionally, I also 
suggest that the federal state under Trump will evolve into different kind of struc-
ture: one where power is increasingly centralized, beyond even current trends 
and to a degree that shifts away from mere efficiency into a mode that is problem-
atic for democratic governance.

The Opportunity for Devolution
A great deal of Trump’s appeal with voters was his promise, stated or implied, 
to alter business as usual as Washington. This created at least some expecta-
tions that a Trump presidency would involve a reconsideration of American 
federalism, and possibly a devolution of federal authority back to state and 
local governments. This preference for shrinking the federal state is, of course, 
a long-standing conservative policy platform. Certainly, a number of Trump’s 
promises, as candidate, president-elect, and nascent chief executive suggested 
a federal state that would be significantly stripped down in size. Trump’s 
promise to “drain the swamp” of Washington, DC insiders certainly reflects an 
animosity to “business as usual” in national politics that would dovetail nicely 
with efforts to reduce the federal government’s size. More explicitly, in recent 
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months, Trump has suggested radically shrinking the size of the Environmen-
tal Protection Agency (Schoen 2016). In addition, Trump has argued that NASA 
should not be engaged in climate change science, and should have a narrower 
mission that only focuses on space travel and research (Milman 2016). Finally, 
Trump has suggested that if Roe v. Wade were to be overturned, which is his 
stated preference, that abortion law would return to the states (Paquette and 
Soffen 2016). While only a sampling of Trump’s recent policy statements, these 
policies reveal a preference for a smaller, less active federal state. Thus these 
policies, in line with general Republican preferences, would limit both the 
reach and authority of the federal state.

Building from these campaign promises and post-election activities, Trump 
also seemed intent on undermining growing federal authority during his first 
100 days in office. Putting his campaign rhetoric into practice, Trump has failed 
to appoint over 400 people to key positions in the government, largely in the state 
and defense departments (Schoen 2017). In many cases, the administration has 
actually failed to even put forward names for these positions. Similarly, the first 
draft of Trump’s proposed federal budget involved massive cuts to a number of 
federal agencies, including considerable dollars being removed from Housing 
and Urban Development, Transportation, Health and Human Services, Educa-
tion, and (of course) the Environmental Protection Agency (Kopan 2017a). While 
at times held back by the legislative process, Trump’s initial actions certainly 
seem in line with his campaign promise to both radically reduce the size and alter 
the functioning of the American federal state.

Interestingly, it seemed that very early in his presidency Trump could have 
received the support necessary to make devolution to the states happen, albeit 
from a surprising source: Democrats who have traditionally supported a more 
robust central state. After Trump’s election, Democrats across the United States 
suddenly rediscovered the possibility and allure of classic dual federalism, with 
distinct roles for federal and state actors as well as a reduced role for national 
political institutions (Elazar 1972). Of course, in practice, American federalism 
was never this simple: the federal state frequently pushed into novel policy areas 
from very early in American history (Balogh 2009). However, with a Trump presi-
dency threatening advancements on civil rights and health care policy, Ameri-
can liberals expressed an interest in using both state and local governments to 
both block Trump’s policies and to provide the rights, goods, and services they 
 fervently believed were critical state responsibilities.

This revitalized, liberal interest in dual federalism was especially clear when 
major cities around the nation declared themselves sanctuary cities, promising to 
protect immigrants by refusing to help federal agents identify or arrest undocu-
mented residents (Blanco 2016). Democratic state governments have mirrored 
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this discourse, with states such as California promising to continue to press for 
gender equality, diversity, and new environmental regulations in an act of overt 
resistance to Trump’s policy agenda (Editorial Board 2016). What appeared to 
emerge, following Trump’s victory, were states and cities developing policies 
that reflected their own interests, and moving away from suddenly antagonistic 
federal policies.

The attraction of dual federalism is obvious. Dual federalism allows states, 
and to a lesser degree municipalities, to pursue political agendas that more 
closely reflect their constituents’ preferences. Dual federalism keeps democ-
racy close to citizens, while curtailing the impact of a more distant federal state 
(Karch 2007). American conservatives have long called for a reduction in federal 
power (Conlan 1998; Nagel 2002). However, what is new, in this political moment, 
is a sudden liberal flirtation with the idea of dual federalism. American liberals 
have largely embraced federal power, as a means to overcome both local resource 
limitations in the pursuit of grand schemes as well as parochial biases that limit 
the freedom for the marginalized. But, with a potentially ascendant right, the 
political context has changed. By removing power from the federal government’s 
hands, Democratic state and cities hope to preserve some elements of present 
environmental, civil rights, health, and other protections that might otherwise 
completely disappear during a Trump administration. With a return to dual fed-
eralism, the national state would be restricted to a handful of broad issues where 
consensus is more easily established, and states would handle the bulk of (more 
controversial) governance.

The notion that the federal state could shrink, disentangle itself from local 
affairs, and the states rise again is complicated, but not wholly impossible. States 
have historically been powerful political actors, providing a wide array of goods 
and services to citizens (Teaford 2002). Even in the present day, states are often 
policy leaders in a range of arenas. For instance, states have often adopted more 
ambitious environmental regulations than the federal government (Rabe 2010). 
Further, a number of federal programs are actually collaborations with local gov-
ernments: federal grants support local efforts to provide health care, build roads, 
enhance education, or aid low income residents. States obviously make use of 
extensive federal dollars in these collaborative projects, and major cuts at the 
federal level would certainly hurts states’ abilities to deliver these same goods. 
However, these federal/state collaborations do emphasize that states possess 
some capacity to provide a wide range of public goods on their own. Hence, with 
a Republican desire for a smaller government on one side and liberal unease with 
Trump helming the federal state on the other, it seems at least plausible that a 
modern great compromise could emerge that reconfigured American federalism 
by returning more political power back to the states.
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The Limits to Devolution
However, the political realities of downsizing are more complicated than the 
sudden, superficial alignment of central state distrust we currently observe 
between Democrats and Republicans. In fact, lingering perceived Democratic 
drawbacks to local control combined with the attraction Republicans have to 
finally having unfettered access to federal power as a means to pursue their policy 
goals suggests that devolution is unlikely. Instead of shrinking the federal state, 
we should expect a redirection of federal power in new avenues, notably with an 
ongoing concentration and muddying of federal authority. Thus, American feder-
alism will change, but not in radical ways that truly limit federal power. To begin, 
it is worth noting that Trump’s position on the proper scope of the federal state is 
more complicated than mere downsizing. At the same time that Trump has prof-
fered a number of policies that would limit federal power, he has also advocated 
policies that would maintain or even expand federal power. For instance, Trump’s 
promises to build a wall on the US-Mexican border as well as his reliance on 
executive orders to implement travel bans from Muslim countries reveal Trump’s 
interest in making use of federal authority (Abramson 2016; Kaleem 2017). In fact, 
much of Trump’s economic policy seems to advocate a strong, protectionist role 
for the state. Case in point, his plans to label China a currency manipulator and 
to impose tariffs suggest a very active state, rather than a stripped back political 
apparatus.

At the same time, Trump is unlikely to find converted Democratic allies sud-
denly in favor of curtailing federal power. After all, devolving to a new era of dual 
federalism would not come without serious costs to Democratic constituencies. 
From Democrats’ perspective, a reduction in federal authority would almost cer-
tainly lead to a decline in policy quality. This decline would come in two forms. 
The first problem with replacing federal power with more local control would 
be concerns with negative externalities. Simply put, large policies, with national 
implications, are not always easily implemented at the local level. One obvious 
example of the difficulty is using local actors for large-scale projects in trans-
portation infrastructure. In the 19th century, internal improvements were a state 
issue. However, states regularly lacked the resources and planning foresight to 
build a national infrastructure system on their own (Larson 2001). The flip side of 
this coin is that some problems, such as pollution, inherently do not respect state 
borders. The creeping nature of these problems makes the attribution of political 
responsibility difficult. Due to negative externalities, some policy problems are 
simply handled better by a large, overarching body such as the federal state.

The second problem with more local control is the problem of local bias. 
Reducing federal oversight of any number of policy areas, from environmental 
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protection to hate crime laws, could lead to those policies being addressed in a 
less aggressive manner. Historically, certain forms of welfare were provided by 
local, rather than federal offices. The result of this delivery method was African 
Americans in the south being denied access to benefits (Lieberman 2001). Demo-
crats would, rightfully, balk at creating conditions that would allow these griev-
ances to occur again. Given these problems, I would argue that initial Democratic 
flirtations with dual federalism after Trump’s victory were nothing more than 
wishful thinking, and possessed no real political traction. Liberal policies simply 
hinge too much on a large, regulatory state that ensures fair treatment for all citi-
zens, and Democratic politicians remain wary of parochial biases harming equal 
treatment for marginalized groups. Thus, given both Trump’s interest in using 
federal power to pursue his own goals alongside the limits of dual federalism to 
solve many policy problems, it seems unlikely Trump would find staunch, Demo-
cratic allies in Congress to push through an agenda that radically stripped back 
the federal state.

Moving Towards a New Federalism
Given both Trump and his Democratic opponents ambivalence towards a smaller 
federal government what should we expect in the coming years? I argue that it 
is unlikely that we will see a full-scale reduction in federal power. First, tearing 
down the state is difficult. Institutions and policies have support in Congress, as 
well as among civil servants, interest groups, and constituents that are all deeply 
tied into their existence. For instance, even some of Trump’s own voters are sup-
porters of policies he has opposed, from Planned Parenthood to some iteration of 
the Affordable Care Act (Bassett 2016; Kliff and Pinkerton 2016). Second, reduc-
ing state power is less attractive once you are actually at the helm of government. 
Barack Obama also campaigned against excessive executive power, but was wary 
of actually reducing those powers once he himself was in office (Meckler 2012). 
Similarly, Trump has similarly been hard pressed to give up powers and agencies 
that allow him to pursue his policy agenda once in office.

I argue that rather than a sudden devolution of federal power, the Trump 
presidency will bring about both a redirection of federal power at the national 
level into new areas as well as, and more importantly, a muddling of those same 
traditional federal powers. In some areas, President Trump will almost certainly 
reduce the federal government’s role. At the same time, in other arenas, Trump 
will maintain or even grow the reach of the federal state. In sum, I argue that 
Trump and his conservative supporters’ opposition to national authority is rarely 
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to the scope of the federal state’s power itself, but rather the ends toward which 
that power is directed. In this way, modern Republicans are much like antebellum 
Democrats, who claimed to be wary of central state power but then built a signifi-
cantly empowered central state in the Confederate States of America. In effect, we 
tend to support strong central states when our own party controls that state and 
uses its powers to pursue an agenda that reflects our own interests (Bensel 1991). 
Thus, the Trump administration does not represent a wholesale rethinking of fed-
eralism. Instead, any changes to federalism that occur during the Trump presi-
dency are merely the consequences of other policy goals that are being pursued.

With these factors in mind, the changes in the state that we have seen under 
Trump are hardly surprising: the Trump presidency has led to a growth in polic-
ing powers, and a reduction in other public goods, notably redistributive and 
social safety net policies. These are policy changes that are not inconsequential 
by any means. But they also are not a sea change in federal power, neither radi-
cally increasing nor decreasing federal might. However, as I shall discuss in a 
moment, there have been other changes to federal power, notably greater cen-
tralization and obfuscation, that are more significant.

First, it is worth exploring how Trump has altered federal power in very 
predictable ways, in line with his and his supporters’ political preferences. 
This partisan reconfiguration of the American state is very much evident in the 
ways that federal policing power has grown, or been threatened to expand, in 
the opening weeks of the Trump administration. This growth is most evident in 
the more aggressive stance taken by Immigration and Custom Enforcement (ICE) 
agents under the Trump presidency. For example, as a result of Trump’s execu-
tive orders, ICE agents now target immigrants for minor offenses. This is a stark 
change in policy from Barack Obama’s administration, where ICE agents were 
directed to target only serious criminal offenders (Kulish, Dickerson, and Nixon 
2017; Schrank 2017). As a consequence of these more aggressive policies, over 
20,000 people have arrested for immigration violations since the beginning of 
the year. This uptick in arrests marks a 33% increase over arrests during the same 
period last year, and an 18% increase from 2 years ago (Kopan 2017b). These poli-
cies directly connect with Trump’s xenophobic campaign pledges to crack down 
on immigration by turning state power against (primarily) non-White residents 
who are not citizens, and reflect a shift from Obama’s usage of state power.

In this same vein of a greater reliance on federal policing powers, Attorney 
General Jeff Sessions has threatened to eliminate federal funding for cities that 
attempt to defy the Trump administration and offer sanctuary to residents who 
are in the country without proper documentation (Rhodan 2017). This strong 
interest in policing is also evident in the Trump administration’s approach to drug 
policy, where again Sessions has promised to both bring back tougher minimum 
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sentencing requirements for drug laws as well as to challenge state laws allowing 
for more liberal marijuana usage, including for medical purposes (Phillips 2017; 
Tanfani and Halper 2017) The latter move, in particular, underscores that con-
servatives are more than happy to use federal power to achieve their political ends 
regardless of local preferences. Hence, true political devolution to state govern-
ments is unlikely. Finally, the Trump administration is also pushing for  policies to 
increase penalties for violence against police officers, including making harming 
or killing a police office a federal offense (Casteel 2017). Taken as a whole, these 
policies reflect less of a desire for dismantling the federal state, and more of a 
preference for using that state in new ways.

Beyond this increasing in federal policing and military might, the Trump 
administration has also resulted in a defunding of other public goods, especially 
those related to the social safety net and other public goods. Most obviously, 
Trump has worked hard to fulfill his campaign promise of unraveling Obama’s 
signature legislative victory: the Affordable Care Act (ACA). After an initial 
misfire, Trump and his supporters in Congress passed the American Health Care 
Act (AHCA), which is their attempt to “fix” the ACA. However, early analyses sug-
gests that the AHCA will leave many Americans uninsured, especially those with 
the greatest health risks as well as the lowest incomes (Newkirk 2017). In a similar 
blow to public goods, Trump’s recent budget involves massive cuts to the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency. These cuts will result in less work being done on 
climate change, superfund sites, tap water oversight, radiation protection, fuel 
standards, and other critical policy areas (Tabuchi 2017). Similarly, Trump’s most 
recent budget calls for significant cuts to many agencies, including the elimina-
tion of the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, the National Endowment for the 
Arts, the National Endowment for the Humanities, the US Trade and Develop-
ment Agency, and other organizations (Kreig and Mullery 2017). Thus, Trump has 
certainly taken overt actions that would undeniably reduce the scope of federal 
power.

Of course, health care and education are not the only places that Trump is 
reducing the federal government’s role in supplying public goods. Perhaps 
Trump’s most blatant moves against federal power has been his appointment of 
cabinet heads whose prior political commitments were actively opposed to their 
new organization’s stated purpose. For instance, one of Trump’s most fraught 
political battles was his appointment of Betsy DeVos to be Secretary of Education. 
DeVos has never worked in education, and her core policy program was a stance 
against public education in favor of charter schools (Ali 2017). DeVos is currently 
overseeing a department facing massive budget cuts, and she is generally support-
ive of that position, as in her mind larger budgets rarely solve problems in schools 
(Green 2017). In a similar vein as DeVos’s appointment, Trump placed former Texas 
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governor Rick Perry in the leadership role at the department of energy – a depart-
ment that Perry famously wanted to eliminate but the name of which he could not 
recall in a 2011 presidential debate. Perry’s work thus far in his role as secretary of 
energy is a perfect example of Trump’s efforts to rework, rather than outright elim-
inate, state authority. Perry has brought a number of clean energy opponents into 
leadership roles in the department, essentially handing over influence to corpora-
tions that the department would normally be regulating (Kotch 2017). Similarly, 
Trump placed Ajit Pai in control of the Federal Communications Commission, 
where Pai quickly moved to undo net neutrality protections (Finley 2017). In all of 
these cases, Trump has used his appointments both to reduce the power of these 
institutions while at the same redirecting their mission in ways that are closer to 
his own preferences. What we see in each of these cases is a definite reduction in 
state power, but hardly an elimination of the federal state. Instead, what is occur-
ring is a considered redirection of state activities.

While only a quick sampling, the Trump presidency’s actions on social safety 
net issues, versus policing issues, reveals less of a general animosity towards 
the state and more of a preference for some state functions over others. In other 
words, Trump is not dismantling the state: he is dismantling the parts of the state 
he does not agree with, while strengthening those aspects that align with his 
political goals. Hence, Trump is working to curtail social safety net measures with 
which he disagrees, such as environmental protections, health care, and onerous 
economic regulations, while shoring up the state’s policing measures. Such an 
approach obviously appeals to his core constituencies, removing federal regula-
tions and taxes that appeal to wealthy donors while at the same time targeting 
non-White populations that generate cultural anxiety among Trump’s wider base. 
But, notably, what this approach is not is a meaningful devolution of federal 
authority back to state and local governments.

However, simply suggesting that Trump’s presidency will be the same state, 
just slightly different, is an oversimplified claim. It is hardly a surprise that a con-
servative candidate would reconstruct and deploy the federal state in ways dif-
ferent than his more liberal predecessor. Going beyond that claim, I argue there 
is something larger at stake. Namely, that Trump is also consolidating federal 
power in new ways, largely by blurring the lines between his public, personal, 
and financial roles. While I do not want to overstate the case, it is worth remem-
bering that Trump was a candidate unlike any other. Now, he is a president who 
is equally different from presidents that have come before. During the campaign, 
Trump’s rhetoric was divisive, challenging the legitimacy of American news 
outlets, seemingly mocking disabled reporters, and making racially charged 
statements. Trump undermined long-standing democratic norms by not releas-
ing his tax returns, posturing about jailing Clinton should he win, and alluding 
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to the election process being rigged (Cassidy 2016). Similarly, just weeks after 
winning the presidency, Trump took a phone call from Taiwan president Tsai Ing-
Wen, disrupting decades of American diplomats’ careful balancing of Chinese 
and  Taiwanese interests (Campbell 2016). Ultimately, Trump was an outsider can-
didate, with no previous military or public service experience of which to speak. 
Today, he remains an outsider president, as evidenced by his policies, adminis-
trative organization, and even the tone with which he addresses the public.

Now the question becomes: how will these outsider tendencies transform 
the state? As a result of Trump’s unique outsider features as a candidate and 
chief executive, I argue we have observed a worrying centralization of state 
power, which will only continue to worsen with time. Specifically, I argue that 
the Trump administration has consolidated federal power in the person of the 
president more than previous administration, with Trump relying on family 
members, fame, and his wealth to gather up a tremendous amount of power in 
his hands. This centralization of power has been most evident in Trump’s reli-
ance on family members in key positions. Trump’s son-in-law Jared Kushner has 
carved out a space as one of Trump’s top advisors, providing input on a range of 
policy issues from Iraq and the Middle East to the America’s opioid crisis (Parker 
and Wagner 2017). At the same time, Trump’s daughter, Ivanka, has taken on a 
formal, though unpaid, advisory role, complete with an office in the White House 
(Merica et al. 2017). By relying on family members, rather than other elected offi-
cials or long standing policy experts, Trump is consolidating his hold on the 
executive branch, with few outside voices that are in a position to  challenge him 
being brought into the fold.

However, this problematic centralization is also evident in other ways. Trump 
continues to rely on his personal Twitter account, with a following built in part 
through his work as a host of a television show, to attack political enemies or dis-
seminate his policy views to Americans (Harwell 2017). Trump’s heavy reliance on 
social media builds his public support independent of any critical presentation of 
his opinions that might occur in traditional media formats. In this way, Trump is 
able to speak directly to his base, and thereby maintain a core of public support 
that gives him political influence despite missteps (Kernell 2006). In addition, 
Trump has failed to place his vast financial holdings into a proper blind trust, 
raising real questions about how other political figures looking to gain the presi-
dent’s favor may do so through supporting his business ventures (Harwell 2017). 
The concern is Trump’s financial entanglements offers any other parties with 
which he is negotiating an external channel, independent of legislative controls, 
through which to influence policy. By relying on family, fame, and his business 
empire, Trump has created extra-institutional mechanisms to achieve executive 
aims, and through doing so pulled even more power to the executive office.
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The concentration of political power is, of course, a hallmark of state build-
ing, and can at times lead to more effective, nimble governance (Skowronek 1982; 
Howell and Moe 2016). For Trump, whose outsider status gives him few political 
allies, this consolidation of power is, in some ways, a sensible tool to gather the 
necessary resources to pursue his interests. Further, other presidents have cer-
tainly worked hard to gather as much power as possible in order to accomplish 
their goals with minimal Congressional interference (Howell 2003). However, as 
Trump consolidates power through familial ties, financial might, celebrity and 
partisanship, as well as the presidency’s innate institutional capacity, there will 
be fewer meaningful formal or informal checks to challenge his power. This is 
especially problematic, since, much like the submerged state, this blurring of 
state power acts to hide the growth of state power and authority (Hacker 2002; 
Balogh 2009; Mettler 2011). This is a state with fewer formal checks, and where 
outside observation become more difficult.

The recent removal of FBI director James Comey brings together these anxie-
ties over political centralization into a singular political moment. Comey was in 
the process of investigating Trump over allegations of improper collusion with 
Russian authorities during the 2016 election. Current evidence seems to indicate 
that Trump’s anxiety over this investigation, materialized in Comey’s refusal to 
express explicit loyalty to Trump, led to his sudden removal (Schmidt 2017). The 
Comey case highlights Trump’s refusal to abide by criticism, and the possibility 
of Trump now appointing a loyalist to an office that is currently overseeing an 
investigation of the White House suggests a disconcerting concentration of politi-
cal power. Without proper transparency, the state under Trump is messier, but 
almost certainly stronger. Thus, American federalism is unlikely to be returning 
to a period of devolution ending in a return to dual federalism. But, that does not 
mean that American federalism is not changing. Rather, we appear to be entering 
a new period of murkier, more strident state authority. In particular, we seem to 
be entering a worrying period where political power is increasingly centralized 
through a reliance on fame, familial connections, and personal wealth.

The core question, as we move forward, is whether or not voters can now 
control this emerging state. While the American experience with the state has been 
generally positive, with the state generally bowing to citizen demands and provid-
ing a range of public goods, this is not always the case in all parts of the world. The 
state can be a powerful tool for extracting rents from citizens and, as we know in 
the American context, coercing the marginalized (Scott 1999; Scott 2010; Canaday 
2011). In this light, the state can be understood not always as a democratic appa-
ratus, but instead often as a tool used by social, political, and economic elites to 
pursue their own narrow interests. With, thus far, few Republicans standing up to 
challenge the Trump administration, we need to pay careful attention to how the 
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state, with its impressive array and wide scope of powers, is both further central-
ized and then made use of in coming years. The worrying question becomes: has 
Trump established a new model for the American state, one where power is even 
more centralized and its usage subject to ever less oversight? As Trump wrangles 
the the state in this direction, the concern is that his institutional legacy is a state 
that is both increasingly powerful and singularly controlled, hence undermining 
proper democratic controls and checks on its authority.
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