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The issue: April 29th was the 100th day that President Donald J. Trump has been in office. Since 

Franklin D. Roosevelt’s first term, observers and the media have paid special attention to the 

performance of the new President in the first three months or so. Though the time frame is absolutely 

arbitrary and too short to achieve any meaningful goals, the accomplishments of the first 100 days of 

a new administration are hyped traditionally by, first and foremost, the media. Though Donald J. 

Trump as a candidate also talked a lot about the busy legislative agenda he would have as President 

in the spring of 2017, nowadays, as President, he tends to downplay the importance of this period, or 

is reverting to number-crunching by boasting about the number of bills and executive orders he has 

pushed through (29 and 25 respectively). In fact, his achievement in the White House is rather 

modest to date; one may even make a case that what has not happened is more important than what 

has actually happened under his watch. 
 

The background: Donald J. Trump started his presidency under more intense scrutiny by the media, 

the public at large, and by the international community than usually surrounds the new most 

powerful politician in the world. In part, he was an unknown quantity, secondly, he voiced some 

unorthodox ideas, and thirdly, he challenged mainstream media at home and abroad alike. He 

promised a radical shift in the role the U.S. had been playing for at least two decades before the 

presidential election in 2016: he promised a break with the ’benevolent hegemon’ or ’global sheriff’ 

role for the sake of an ’America First’ approach. Within the framework of the ’America First’ 

rhetoric, he lashed out against countries that were allegedly taking advantage of the U.S. in areas 

such as, for instance, security and trade. He called NATO ’obsolete’ and accused the allies of having 

a ’free lunch’ at the expense of American taxpayers.  
 

The first 100 days have brought about a reversal in these issues by and large; in general, the decade-

old defense and security policies shared basically by the Republican and Democratic national 

security establishments have been left in place. In terms of personalities, it is arguably the national 

security team that receives (a sometimes grudging) recognition from friends and foes alike (after the 

reshuffle that saw the firing of Michael Flynn and the exclusion of Steven Bannon from the NSC 

meetings and deliberations). Candidate Trump also spoke frequently about an international trading 

system rigged against the U.S., and he singled out the multilateral free trade agreements and some 

individual actors as the major culprits. President Trump did leave the TPP negotiations, but no steps 

has been made yet to dismantle or renegotiate NAFTA. The rhetoric on China, Japan, and Germany 

as countries primarily responsible for the $546 billion annual U.S. trade deficit has been muted as 

well; and the President has not designated China as a currency manipulator either. 
 

In short, business as usual has been the name of the game much more than attempts to turn the 

(international) apple cart upside down. Continuation rather than discontinuation has characterized the 

U.S-Russian relations too, despite the friendly comments made by Donald J. Trump on the campaign 

trail with regard to President Vladimir Putin. The President, and especially his chief spokesmen in 



 
 
 

foreign and security policy (Secretaries Tillerson and Mattis, as well as national security adviser 

McMaster) have become more and more critical of Moscow’s policies; the bilateral relations 

between the two countries are as tense as they were during President Obama’s second term.  
 

Though President Trump argues that he has been among the most active Presidents in his first 100 

days in office, the sheer number of bills, acts, and executive orders tell only half of the story. In 

reality, there is not any ’big ticket’ item in this list. His much touted health care reform failed in 

Congress; he has had to abandon, for now at least, the financing of the wall between the U.S. and 

Mexico for the sake of avoiding a government shutdown; his executive orders directed against 

immigrants from predominantly Muslim-populated countries have thus far been successfully 

challenged in federal courts; and ’the biggest tax reform bill in the history of the country’ has not 

materialized yet either. He pledged himself for fighting ten bills; only one has been passed. It is true 

that deregulation has been implemented in areas such as energy supply, but in some other areas 

decisions have been deferred. Thus, concerning the dumping of steel on the U.S., the President has 

only ordered a study up to now. It seems that – very much like in foreign and security policies – the 

Washington political elite has been successfully fighting back and making President Trump more and 

more aware of the fact that ’draining the swamp in Washington’ needs more than 100 days. Donald J. 

Trump admitted as much when he said that the job of the President of the U.S. is much more difficult 

than he imagined before.  
 

This admission may be a key to understanding and assessing the first 100 days. First, as a tendency, 

Washington has ’swallowed’ the Presidents who wanted to put an end to the more and more rigid 

deadlock between the two major parties. Presidents from Jimmy Carter to Barack Obama had to 

realize that Congress and bureaucracy are much stronger than they believed from afar. The members 

of the U.S. Congress, especially those of the Senate, are notoriously independent-minded, and they 

prefer serving their constituencies’ interests to the President’s agenda. (Rep. Mark Sanford [R-SC] 

has recently remarked, as a member of the Freedom Caucus, that he definitely is not serving the 

President; he is serving the voters of his congressional district first and foremost.) These institutions, 

together with the pressure groups or special interests, have a jump start over President Trump in 

bureaucratic infighting and intrigue, and have various tools in their hands to make clear where power 

lies in Washington. In Donald J. Trump’s case their influence can be beneficial in the sense that they 

tame the President’s eccentric and not always reality-based instincts. Thus, President Trump’s first 

100 days in office can be described as a learning curve. However, the entrenched Washington 

insiders do a disservice to the country (and the world) by opposing the President at every turn; it 

seems at times that the Democratic leaders on Capitol Hill and the left-leaning (liberal) media – 

much like the Republicans and conservative media before them -- are single-mindedly obsessed with 

their efforts in bringing down Donald Trump’s presidency, and some are even preparing for 2018 

when they hope to regain Congress and would be in a position to impeach the President.  
 

In sum, Donald J. Trump’s presidency has been a kind of anticlimax in terms of actions. The basic 

problem is that the President has to square the circle: he cannot govern without the cooperation of at 

least part of the Washington elite, but by doing so he is likely to alienate his electoral base. It is not 

new that there is a gap between election campaign rhetoric and presidential action; the problem for 

Donald J. Trump is that it is much wider than usual. To bridge this gap would need not one but 

several 100 days; the question is whether he will have the time and determination to do that, or he 

will only be a transactional President instead of a transitional one. 


