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The issue: ’Cold Wars’ of sorts have broken out in Washington, DC between the White 

House and some members of the intelligence community; the White House and a number of 

public servants in various departments and agencies; as well as the White House and a 

bipartisan group of representatives and senators in the U.S. Congress. The fourth ’front’ is 

between the White House (and the Department of Justice) and some members of the federal 

judiciary. Finally, the White House is fighting a bitter battle with the liberal mainstream 

media.  

 

The background: In the past, new presidents (and especially Democratic ones) have 

traditionally enjoyed a ’honeymoon’ period for a few weeks or months while they 

assembled advisers, filled the great number of posts at the various departments and 

agencies, and spelled out their priorities for domestic and international politics: in a word, 

when they were making the transition from campaigning to governing. Donald J. Trump 

has not received this grace period either in the media, or in the legislative or in the civil 

service. Consequently, we have witnessed an unorthodox beginning for an unorthodox 

President. It seems that both the administration and its critics among the intelligence 

community, the civil service, and the media bear some blame for this situation, but the 

matter is up to debate. 

 

The first person to fall in the struggle between the White House and some in the 

intelligence community was former National Security Adviser, retired Gen. Michael Flynn. 

He was relieved of his job for failing to accurately inform Vice President Mike Pence about 

his late December 2016 phone calls with the Russian Ambassador. President Trump 

ultimately asked for his resignation citing issues of trust. However, there is more here than 

meets the eye. Legally speaking, then presumptive National Security Advisor Flynn was 

operating in a grey area: the Logan Act bans private citizens from making foreign policy, 

but Gen. Flynn was not exactly a private citizen at that time. However, the real problem 

was how a phone conversation which was obviously monitored by the intelligence 

community became a public issue, and how some favored media outlets received classified 

information. Candidate and President-elect As Trump was criticizing the intelligence 

community repeatedly before his inauguration, the intelligence community may have struck 

back to scare him away from picking a fight with them, and to send a message that the 

President should avoid interfering with the powerful agencies which, sometimes, constitute 

a state within a state. 

 



 
 
 

The civil service is a somewhat different case, but it is stating the obvious that the 

bureaucracy can either work to advance or block a President’s agenda. The situation is 

complicated by the fact that the new Administration is lagging behind the regular course of 

appointing its own people into key positions. The Trump Administration is clearly 

struggling to recruit the necessary number of qualified officials, partly as a result of Donald 

J. Trump’s anti-establishment campaign rhetoric. The other side of the coin is that the 

Democrats on the Hill are doing their very best to delay appointments, and are busy making 

good on their promise of, in effect, making President Trump’s life in the White House hell. 

In reality, they are copying a strategy Republicans have followed for the past several years: 

Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-KY) vowed in 2010 that his party’s major 

goal would be to make Barack Obama a one-term President. Their maneuverings in the next 

six years in Congress showed that Sen. McConnell and his colleagues meant what he said, 

even if they failed in preventing Barack Obama from being reelected in 2012.  

 

President Trump’s problems in Congress can partly be attributed to his above-mentioned 

attacks on the Washington establishment, and his promise of ’draining the swamp’ in the 

Capital. Moreover, he has crossed swords with such iconic and entrenched members of the 

Republican Party as Senators John McCain and Lindsey Graham. His relationship with 

Speaker Paul Ryan is not exactly amicable, either, as they repeatedly clashed during the 

campaign. It is true that they have patched up differences in public, but Speaker Ryan’s 

agenda is clearly not exactly that of the President’s, and the Speaker should move carefully 

with an eye on the Congressional elections in one and a half years. Though the Republican 

Senators, sometimes quite reluctantly, voted for the President’s nominees, in the case of 

Andrew Puzder the White House had to withdraw his nomination to be the labor secretary, 

while Betsy DeVos survived the voting process only with the help of Vice President Mike 

Pence’s tie-breaking vote. The uneasy relationship even with some of the Republicans on 

the Hill does not bode well for President Trump’s ambitious legislative agenda.  

 

President Trump has taken issue with one of the ’sacred cows’ in the American system of 

checks and balances, the judiciary, too. The hastily created executive order banning 

immigrants and even green card holders from designated countries and suspending 

immigration altogether for 120 days (and from Syria for an undetermined period of time) 

was challenged in several courts in the U.S. Finally, a Seattle federal district court judge 

ordered the suspension of the implementation of the order, and when the Department of 

Justice appealed, the 9th Circuit Court in San Francisco upheld the decision of the lower 

court. It is true that the 9th Circuit Court is known for championing liberal causes, and 

about three-quarters of their decisions have been reversed by the U.S. Supreme Court. 

There are also doubts about whether a court can suspend or nullify executive orders mainly 

on political grounds, but to make derogatory comments in public about the judges is not 

politically proper and is in rather bad taste. As there is a tie between the liberal-minded and 

the conservative-minded judges on the Supreme Court at the moment, the Administration 

has decided not to appeal; it will try to rewrite the disputed executive orders in a way that 

cannot be challenged from a legal point of view. 

 



 
 
 

Finally, Donald J. Trump’s relationship with the mainstream media has been tense ever 

since he started his presidential campaign in 2015. The mainstream media’s bias in favor of 

Hillary Clinton was so blatant that Trump may have ultimately benefited, as more and more 

people have come to distrust the (predominantly liberal) mainstream media. Their hostility 

towards the nominally Republican candidate may have been counterproductive. President 

Trump, for his part, does not miss an opportunity to bash the liberal media, especially the 

Washington Post, The New York Times, and the CNN. He is convinced that these and other 

media outlets are out to destroy his presidency (which rings quite true). However, using 

practically half of a presidential press conferences, as he did on February 16th, to air his 

grievances against the media may not be an effective way to respond. There is serious 

doubt that he can do anything to receive a more fair treatment from a number of powerful 

media outlets for himself and his Administration. There is the cautionary tale of Richard M. 

Nixon’s, who had a similarly antagonistic relationship with much of press, which ultimately 

played a crucial role in bringing him down and forcing him out of the White House. No one 

expects that there can be peace between the President and the liberal media, but a truce 

between them may serve the country better than ongoing trench warfare. President Trump 

is frequently accused of continuing campaigning instead of governing, but the truth is that 

the liberal media is also fighting the Republican President in the White House as if it were 

still campaign time. Both sides risk losing credibility, and fast.  

 


