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Our founding fathers were ingenious in developing the ‘laws of the land’ for a new country 
under self-rule. Through the separation of powers established in the Constitution, a system of 
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checks and balances was put in place that demands accountability from all branches of 
government and prohibits one branch from becoming more powerful than another. Over the last 
four years, we have seen an erosion of the separation of powers and a destruction of the checks 
and balances by President Donald J. Trump. He alone sits in the seat of power with no 
accountability to the branches of government, or to the people.

The Constitution of the United States (1787) and the first ten amendments - Bill of Rights (1791) 
were so well written that, since inception, they have been amended only 17 times in the last 230 
years. This is fascinating when you consider that, at the time, most of the world lived under a 
monarchy or aristocratical form of government. This is even more astonishing when you 
consider that in a true democracy, where the power of government is controlled by the will of the 
people, this idea was a new and unproven concept in the late 1700s.

One of the greatest fears of the founding fathers was the establishment of a monarchy or that 
power and control could be massed in the hands of a small few. The new country had just fought 
a war for independence from the tyrannical rule of England under King George III. The fathers 
developed a framework of government so that there could never be another king or monarch rule 
over the land. They set up the structure and wrote the laws with checks and balances so that the 
true power of government belonged to the people. At the ratification convention for the State of 
Virginia, John Marshall, future Chief Justice of the U.S. Supreme Court, declared that the 
“Constitution provided for a well-regulated democracy where no king, or president, could 
undermine representative government.”1

The first 10 amendments to the Constitution make up the Bill of Rights. James Madison 
wrote the amendments,2 which list specific prohibitions on governmental power, in 
response to calls from several states for greater constitutional protection for 
individual liberties. The concern to limit governmental power is an obvious reaction 
to the monarchical rule of the Colonies where the King’s law was absolute, and 
individuals had no rights. As you read each amendment, you can see how the fathers 
intended to protect the rights of individuals and limit the power of government, from 
quartering troops in a home, to being imprisoned without due process, to freedom of 
assembly, to the right to bear arms. For example, the Founders saw the ability to 
speak and worship freely as a natural right protected by the First Amendment. 
Congress is prohibited from making laws establishing religion or abridging freedom 
of speech. The Fourth Amendment safeguards citizens’ right to be free from 
unreasonable government intrusion into their homes through the requirement of a 
warrant.3 The fear of the president becoming a king with absolute authority is evident 
in the tenth amendment as it limits power given the federal government only to that 
delegated by the constitution. Otherwise, the powers “are reserved respectively to the 
States, or to the people.”4 Article I, Section 9 states that “No Title of Nobility shall be 
granted by the United States: And no Person holding any Office of Profit or Trust under them, 

1 “Towards Representative Democracy: Europe and North America to the 19th Century: Democracy or Republic?” 
Encyclopedia Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/topic/democracy/Democracy-or-republic
2 The Bill of Rights Institute, https://billofrightsinstitute.org/founding-documents/bill-of-rights/
3 Ibid.
4 National Archives, https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/bill-of-rights-transcript
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shall, without the Consent of the Congress, accept of any present, Emolument, Office, or Title, of 
any kind whatever, from any King, Prince, or foreign State.”5

One of the ingenious concepts employed by the founding fathers to keep control over 
the government is the system of checks and balances established through the 
separation of powers. The framers of the Constitution separated the powers of government 
into three branches, granting legislative power (the power to pass laws) to Congress, executive 
power (the power to administer the laws) to the president, and judicial power (the power to 
interpret and enforce the laws) to the courts. The unique and limited powers of Congress are 
contained in Article I.6 The framers believed that this separation of powers would ensure that no 
one person or group of persons would be able to create, administer and enforce the laws, and that 
each branch would be a check on the power of the other two branches.7

Another important principle is contained in Article 1, Section 1: The federal government’s power 
is limited to what is written in the Constitution. These are known as “enumerated powers”. If the 
Constitution does not specifically give power to the federal government, the power is left to the 
states.8

In addition to the checks and balances provided for in the Constitution, other processes and 
institutions have evolved as norms that provide a check on governmental powers. The most 
prevalent watchdog of government is the institution known as The Fourth Estate,9 the media. 
Although not an established arm of government, through the powers of the First Amendment, a 
free press reports on the actions of government to the American people. From the president down 
to local councils, the press has reach and oversight to ask questions and hold governmental 
officials accountable for their actions. The press has power to influence the masses and express 
opinions. The most obvious example of the power and importance of the press was in the 
Watergate Scandal of the 1970s. The government, through direction of the President, committed 
crimes and tried to cover them up through lies and misdirection. Two reporters from the 
Washington Post stayed with the story and exposed President Nixon’s involvement. It was only 
through the press that the truth was presented to the American people. The power of the press 
brought about the resignation of the president and caused Americans to think more critically 
about the power of the presidency.10

There are other checks and balances built into our governmental structure. In addition to 
Congress and the judicial system, throughout governmental departments are offices of Inspectors 
General. In the United States, Office of Inspector General (OIG) is a generic term for the 
oversight division of the federal government aimed at preventing inefficient or unlawful 
operations within their parent agency. There are 78 federal offices of inspectors general. Their 
authority comes from the Inspector General Act of 1978.11 OIG responsibilities include the 

5 National Archives, https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/constitution-transcript#toc-section-9-
6 National Archives, https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/constitution-transcript
7 The Annenburg Guide to the United States Constitution, www.annenburgclassroom.org/constitution/
8 Ibid.
9 Crichton, D., B. Christel, A. Shidham, A. Valderrama, J. Karmel, (2010-2011). “Journalism in the Digital Age.” 
Stanford University Journalism Projects (CS181). https://cs.stanford.edu/people/eroberts/cs181/projects/2010-
11/Journalism/index7f0d.html?page_id=16
10 History.com Editors (2019). “Watergate Scandal.” History.com, September 25, 2019. 
https://www.history.com/topics/1970s/watergate
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detection and prevention of fraud, waste, abuse, and mismanagement of the government 
programs and operations within their parent organizations. OIG investigations may be internal, 
targeting government employees, or external, targeting grant recipients, contractors, or recipients 
of the various loans and subsidies offered through the thousands of federal domestic and foreign 
assistance programs. There is an OIG in every governmental department and agency, and they 
play a vital role for the American taxpayer -- preventing corruption and abuse of power.

The final checks and balances actually lie within the Executive Branch. Cabinet members, 
department and agency executives, presidential staff members, and staff attorneys all have a role 
to keep the administration in line regarding the Constitution and the rule of law.

Thus, through the framework of the Constitution, subsequent laws and the power of journalism, 
our country has in place an array of checks and balances to corral excessive power and control in 
any of the branches of government. It is a fragile system, but it has worked well for over 230 
years.

Donald Trump entered into politics as a real estate tycoon. His life was void of any checks and 
balances. He was president and CEO of privately held companies. He had no responsibility to 
answer to stockholders or a board of directors. As long as he operated within the law, Donald 
Trump has been able to do what he wanted with no accountability to anyone else.

He conducted his campaign the same ruthless way he runs his businesses. He would take on his 
adversaries and destroy them with lies, innuendos and bullying by criticizing personal and 
physical aspects. The Republican primary had seventeen candidates running for president and 
Trump plowed through them. He seldom attacked their position on issues, but bullied them with 
false statements (i.e., saying Ted Cruz’ father was with Lee Harvey Oswald shortly before 
President Kennedy was shot)12 or labeled them with disparaging nicknames (i.e., ‘Lyin’ Ted, 
‘Little’ Marco, ‘Low Energy’ Jeb).13 He continued his campaign for general election the same 
way, bullying Hillary Clinton and calling her “Crooked” Hillary and demanding that she be 
investigated and put in prison.14

When Donald Trump became president, he encountered accountability for the first time in his 
life. 

The press has held him accountable for truthfulness, questioning his statements and fact-
checking them for truth and accuracy. Trump has a penchant for making misleading and 
untruthful statements and, through innuendo, spreading conspiracy theories. This is with 
such frequency that the news services now fact check each statement and clarify or 
correct them when untruthful. The Washington Post keeps a running tally of his 
falsehoods and reports that, through July 13, 2020, Trump has made more than 20,000 

11 Inspector General Act of 1978 as Amended, https://www.ignet.gov/sites/default/files/files/igactasof1010(1).pdf
12 Recio, M. (2016). “Trump Links Cruz’s Father to JFK Assassin.” McClatchy News Service, April 22, 2016. 
https://www.mcclatchydc.com/news/politics-government/election/article73449297.html
13 Chavez, P. and V. Stracqualursi (2016). “From ‘Crooked Hillary’ to ‘Little Marco,’ Donald Trump’s many 
nicknames.” ABC News, May 11, 2016. https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/crooked-hillary-marco-donald-trumps-
nicknames/story?id=39035114
14 Manchester, J. (2017). “A brief history of Trump’s calls for Clinton to be investigated.” The Hill, November 4, 
2017. https://thehill.com/homenews/administration/358772-timeline-trump-calls-for-clinton-to-be-investigated
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false or misleading statements. This is an average of 16 per day. Since the coronavirus 
epidemic has become a major issue, his misleading statements and lies are up to 23 per 
day.15

Many presidential actions have been successfully challenged in the courts. Through May 
14, 2020, there have been 85 court challenges involving the Trump administration. Of 
these, 76 were unsuccessful for the administration.16 Most recently, the United States 
Supreme Court issued two rulings against the Trump administration regarding LBGTQ 
rights in the workplace and extending the protection of Deferred Action for Childhood 
Arrivals (DACA) participants.17

Many of his close supporters and members of his campaign were found guilty of crimes 
and put in prison (Paul Manafort, Michael Cohen, George Papadopoulos, Roger Stone, 
Michael Flynn,18 and Rick Gates). 

The Congress has investigated his actions of abuse of power and of applying pressure for 
personal gain. These investigations resulted in Trump’s impeachment. 

Trump has been beleaguered with the many checks and balances put in place to keep a president 
from abusing power and running amuck. Clearly, the checks and balances instilled by the 
Constitution and the rule of law have become a serious irritant and an impediment to Trump and 
his agenda. For someone with such a large ego, an ego that some psychologists consider to be 
narcissistic personality disorder,19 the demand for accountability through these checks and 
balances must be overwhelming.

So how does Donald Trump deal with these ‘impediments’ brought about through checks and 
balances? As he deals with every adversary that he encounters in business or in politics. He 
destroys anything and anyone who gets in his way. He bullies, threatens, lies, cheats and starts 
rumors to destroy his adversary. Through his behavior, he has systematically neutralized or 
eroded each institution that has the responsibility to keep the presidency and Executive Branch in 
check.

The Legislative Branch
For the first two years of his administration, the Republican majority house and senate gave 
Trump a free pass. No matter how outlandish his statements on Twitter or executive orders, he 
received virtually no criticism or pushback from the Republican led congress. His tweets and 
statements, often untruthful and certainly unbecoming to the President of the United States have 

15 Kessler, G., M. Rizzo and M. Kelly (2020). “President Trump has made more than 20,000 false or misleading 
claims.” Washington Post, July 13, 2020. https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/07/13/president-trump-
has-made-more-than-20000-false-or-misleading-claims/
16 “Roundup: Trump-Era Agency Policy in the Courts.” Institute for Public Integrity, New York University School of 
Law,  https://policyintegrity.org/trump-court-roundup
17 MIT News Office. (2020). “Letter to the Community: Pausing to appreciate two Supreme Court decisions.” MIT 
News, June 20, 2020. http://news.mit.edu/2020/letter-pausing-appreciate-two-supreme-court-decisions-0620
18 Note: As of this writing, Michael Flynn, former National Security Advisor, has pled guilty of lying to the FBI and 
however the Justice Department has reversed charges.
19 Vergin, J. (2018). “Donald Trump and narcissism: What’s behind his big ego?” DW (Deutsche Welle), May 1, 
2018. https://www.dw.com/en/donald-trump-and-narcissism-whats-behind-his-big-ego/a-42046066
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been met with silence from Republican leadership. This ‘silence’ from Republicans has been the 
cause for much speculation from the press.20 

It begins at the top with Senate Majority Leader, Mitch McConnell (R-KY) dodging reporters’ 
questions when asked about Trump statements. He is known as Trump’s “enabler in chief.”21 It 
should be noted that, in his efforts to “drain the swamp”, one of Donald Trump’s first cabinet 
appointments was to appoint Mitch McConnell’s wife, Elaine Chao, as Secretary of 
Transportation. Secretary Chao remains in this position despite controversy surrounding her 
family’s business ties to China.22 

From party leadership down, Trump has an iron grip on Republican senators and representatives. 
Brian Williams of NBC News calls it the “Big Red Wall”. One dares not speak against him for 
fear of a wrath of Twitter statements and threat of punishment from the party.23 Republicans fear 
that if they speak out against Trump, the president will campaign against them and his allies will 
vilify them on social media and on powerful platforms like Fox News.24

Nowhere was evidence of this fear more evident than at the Trump impeachment trial. 
Overwhelming evidence was presented to prove abuse of power and obstructing Congress. Yet 
not a single House Republican supported the charges or even authorized an investigation.25 When 
it came to the impeachment trial in the Senate, Trump’s stronghold on the majority Republicans 
prevailed. Even though most accepted the evidence against him as valid, all but one Republican 
voted acquittal of the charges and removal from office. Senator Mitt Romney (R-UT) voted in 
favor of the abuse of power charge. Further, Senate Republicans blocked a motion to allow 
additional witnesses to the trial including testimony from John R. Bolton, the president’s former 
national security advisor.26 There was no interest in even learning the truth for fear it might force 
them to vote guilty. 

Senator Romney’s vote received the president’s full ire as Trump chastised Romney on Twitter 
and in two speeches the next day.27 The way Donald Trump ridiculed Senator Romney illustrates 

20 Grijalga, R. (2018). “How long will Republicans stay silent about Trump?” The Guardian, January 2018. 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/jan/18/republicans-trump-silence-racism
21 Mayer, J. (2020). “How Mitch McConnell became Trump’s enabler-in-chief.” The New Yorker, April 12, 2020. 
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/04/20/how-mitch-mcconnell-became-trumps-enabler-in-chief
22 Levin, B. (2019). “Oops: Elaine Chao caught pimping her family business with China.” Vanity Fair, June 3, 2019. 
https://www.vanityfair.com/news/2019/06/elaine-chao-china-trip-foremost
23 Martin, J. and M. Haberman (2019). “Fear and Loyalty: How Donald Trump Took Over the Republican Party.” 
New York Times, December 21, 2019. https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/21/us/politics/trump-impeachment-
republicans.html
24 Porter, T. (2020), “Republicans privately say Trump is unfit for office but are too scared of the President’s 
reaction, Democratic senator says.” Business Insider, February 6, 2020. https://www.businessinsider.com/trump-
impeachment-republicans-too-scared-sherrod-brown-2020-2
25 ibid
26 Cai, W., A. Parlapiano, L. Leatherby, B. Migliozzi, and J. White (2020). “Trump Impeachment Results: How 
Democrats and Republicans Voted.” New York Times, February 5, 2020. 
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/02/05/us/politics/impeachment-vote-results.html
27 Booker, B. (2020). “Trump Blasts Romney Over Impeachment Vote” NPR, February 6, 2020. 
https://www.npr.org/2020/02/06/803445433/trump-blasts-romney-over-impeachment-vote
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how he unmercifully attacks any fellow Republican who dares to speak out against him. 

The only other Republican senator to dare stand up to Trump was the late John McCain (R-AZ) 
and Trump’s criticism of McCain was relentless and very personal. Back in 2015, Trump called 
John McCain a “dummy” and said that he “was not a war hero. I like people who were not 
captured.”28 These attacks continued during the campaign and after Trump became president. 
Trump was especially upset over McCain’s “nay” vote for the repeal of the Affordable Care Act. 
Even after John McCain passed away, Trump continued to rail against him in numerous Twitter 
rampages29 and speeches saying the late senator “did the nation a tremendous disservice.”30

These examples of how President Trump reacted to the few congressmen who dared to stand up 
to him or disagree with him are good indications of why no Republican congressman would dare 
speak up against him. The fear of his wrath and the loss of support from his forever loyal base 
keeps them in line. 

The results of Trump’s impeachment trial shows that, no matter what he does, the Republican led 
Senate will acquit him. So now he can do anything with no fear of being held in check by 
Congress. Since his impeachment, he has become even more brazen in abusing the power of his 
office. Many feel that he has committed many more impeachable offenses since the trial with no 
fear of retribution.31 Now, the checks and balances of the Legislative Branch as provided in the 
Constitution are practically non-existent.

With the Great Red Wall remaining silent, the only checks and balances remaining in Congress 
is the Democratic majority House of Representatives. Trump has employed his typical tactics, 
relentlessly attacking the Democratic leadership on a personal level and vilifying them through 
his bullying tactics, repeated lies and innuendos. Specific targets have been House Speaker, 
Nancy Pelosi (D-CA), Senate Minority Leader Charles Schumer (D-NY) and Chairman of the 
House Intelligence Committee, Adam Schiff (D-CA). He has convinced his base and most of the 
Republican Party that the Democratic attempts to hold him accountable are nothing but partisan 
moves and weak actions of “sore losers”. Thus, Trump has been able to successfully marginalize 
and neutralize the very body designated by the Constitution to keep watch and control over him – 
The Congress of the United States. 

The Judicial Branch
Through separation of powers, the Judicial Branch has the power to keep the Legislative and 
Executive branches in check through the court system. When Executive and Legislative branches 
are in disagreement, the courts decide the outcome. When either branch exceeds their 

28 Ortiz, E. (2015).  “‘He’s Not a War Hero’: Donald Trump Mocks John McCain’s Service.” NBC News, July 19, 
2015. https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/2016-election/hes-not-war-hero-donald-trump-mocks-john-mccains-
service-n394391
29 Wehner, P. (2019). “A Damaged Soul and a Disordered Personality.” The Atlantic, March 18, 2019. 
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2019/03/trump-tweets-attack-john-mccain/585193/
30 Hayes, C. (2019). “President Donald Trump on the late Sen. John McCain: ‘He did the nation a tremendous 
disservice’.” USA Today, April 25, 2019. https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2019/04/25/donald-trump-
john-mccain-disservice-america/3581009002/
31 Chait, J. (2020). “Trump Commits Two More Impeachable Offenses This Week Alone.” New York Magazine, July 
22, 2020. https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2020/07/trump-portland-troops-chicago-golf-britain-scandal.htm



8

constitutional authority, their actions can be challenged in the courts. President John Adams 
expressed that “we are a government of laws and not of men”.32 This is what we have come to 
know as the ‘rule of law’.

Faced with a Congressional majority of the opposition party, the Obama Administration had a 
great difficulty getting Congressional approval for federal judicial appointments. A multitude of 
federal judge positions remained vacant. The most blatant example was, when a vacancy on the 
Supreme Court occurred, President Obama held up his constitutional responsibility and 
appointed Judge Merrick Garland to fill the vacancy. Judge Garland is Chief Judge of the United 
States Court of Appeals in Washington DC and regarded as a distinguished jurist. None the less, 
the US Senate ignored their constitutional responsibility and Senate majority leader, Mitch 
McConnell, refused to even bring the nomination before the Senate Judicial Committee. The 
Senate held no proceedings on the Garland appointment and left a vacancy on the Supreme Court 
for fourteen months. In a speech in August 2016, McConnell said, “One of my proudest 
moments was when I looked Barack Obama in the eye and said, ‘Mr. President, you will not fill 
the Supreme Court vacancy.’ ”33

The Senate, under the leadership of Senator Mitch McConnell basically shut down the 
confirmation process for federal judges during the last two years of the Obama administration. 
As a result, over 100 vacancies carried over to the Trump administration.34 Due to large number 
of vacancies, Donald Trump has been able to appoint, and the Senate has confirmed 197 Article 
III federal judges through June 1, 2020;35 all to his liking. These appointments include two 
Supreme Court justices and is the second most judgeship appointments of any president. It 
should also be noted that his appointments make up a very white judiciary. Not one of the 53 
confirmed appeals court nominees are black and only one is of Latino decent.36

It is the norm for presidents to stay clear of the judiciary once judges are appointed to the bench. 
Judicial rulings may or may not be to the president’s liking, but, once on the bench, judges are 
left alone. Not with President Trump. His attacks on judges and even juries are unprecedented. 
He shows no mercy on judges who do not rule in his favor and attacks with all of his ire. He even 
attacks judges before rulings are made and lets them know how he expects them to rule. The 
Brenner Center for Justice cites examples of some of his more vicious attacks on the judicial 
system:37

32 https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/John_Adams
33 Elving, R. (2018). “What Happened With Merrick Garland in 2016 and Why It Matters Now.” NPR, June 29, 
2018. https://www.npr.org/2018/06/29/624467256/what-happened-with-merrick-garland-in-2016-and-why-it-
matters-now
34 Wheeler, R. (2018). “Senate obstructionism handed a raft of judicial vacancies to Trump – what has he done with 
them?” Brookings, June 4, 2018. https://www.brookings.edu/blog/fixgov/2018/06/04/senate-obstructionism-handed-
judicial-vacancies-to-trump/
35 Reynolds, S. (2020). “Trump has appointed second-most federal judges through June 1 of a president’s fourth 
year.” Ballotpedia News, June 3, 2018. https://news.ballotpedia.org/2020/06/03/trump-has-appointed-second-most-
federal-judges-through-june-1-of-a-presidents-fourth-year/
36 Cohen, A. (2020), “Trump and McConnell’s Overwhelmingly White Male Judicial Appointments.” Brennan 
Center for Justice, July 1, 2020. https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/analysis-opinion/trump-and-mcconnells-
overwhelmingly-white-male-judicial-appointments
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In response to U.S. District Court Judge Gonzalo O. Curiel’s orders regarding a class 
action lawsuit against Trump University, then-presidential candidate Trump made a 
number of racist statements attacking Judge Curiel as being biased because of his 
“Mexican heritage” and because he was appointed by a Democratic president.38

In February and March 2017 several federal judges blocked the Trump administration’s 
attempts to limit immigration from seven predominately Muslim countries. Trump 
blasted a series of tweets and public statements attacking the deciding judges personally, 
questioning the authority of federal courts to review his orders, suggesting the court is 
biased, and suggesting that the judges and court system would be to blame for future 
terrorist attacks. To these decisions he responded, “Moments ago I learned that a district 
court in Hawaii, part of the much overturned Ninth Circuit Court. And I have to be nice, 
otherwise I’ll be criticized for speaking poorly about our courts. I’ll be criticized by these 
people, among the most dishonest people in the world, for speaking harshly about our 
courts.”39

On April 25, 2017, US District Judge William Orrik III granted a preliminary injunction, 
blocking the implementation of Donald Trump’s executive order withholding federal 
funds from “sanctuary cities”. Following the ruling, Trump made a series of tweets 
criticizing the courts and Judge Orrick.40 
On January 9, 2018, Trump chastised 9th District Court over their ruling to temporarily 
block the Trump administration from ending the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 
(DACA) program. Trump tweeted: “It just shows everyone how broken and unfair our 
Court System is when the opposing side in a case (such as DACA) always runs to the 9th 
Circuit and almost always wins before being reversed by higher courts.”41

On November 21, 2018, the 9th US Court of Appeals ordered the Trump Administration 
to accept asylum seekers regardless of their way of entry into the US. Trump called the 
decision “a disgrace” and called Judge Tigar “an Obama judge”. He attacked the 9th US 
District Court in a series of tweets saying they are “really something we have to take a 
look at because it’s not fair.” He called the 9th Circuit “a complete and total disaster” and 
they were “putting our country in great danger.”42

On February 24, 2020, he attacked Justices Ginsberg and Sotomayor demanding that they 
recuse themselves from any case in which he is involved. The attacks came after Justice 
Sotomayor authored a dissent criticizing the Supreme Court’s decision to temporarily 
block a lower court ruling preventing the Trump Administration from denying green 

37 Editorial Staff (2020). “In His Own Words: The President’s Attack on the Courts.” Brennan Center for Justice, 
February 14, 2020. https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/his-own-words-presidents-attacks-
courts
38 Ford, M. (2016), “Why is Donald Trump so Angry at Judge Gonzalo Curiel?” The Atlantic, June 3, 2016. 
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/06/donald-trump-gonzalo-curiel/485636/
39 Ibid.
40 Ibid.
41 Ibid.
42 Ibid.
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cards to immigrants based on their use of public benefits like Medicaid and housing 
assistance.43 
In February 2020, he attacked Judge Amy Berman, the judge presiding over the Roger 
Stone case. In an act rarely done, he even attacked the forewoman of the jury saying 
“There has rarely been a juror so tainted as the forewoman in the Roger Stone case. Look 
at her background. She never revealed her hatred of “Trump” and Stone. She was totally 
biased, as is the judge.”44 

Donald Trump’s pattern of attacking judges and courts whenever a ruling is issued that he 
disagrees with is very troubling. Our democracy cannot function efficiently with this kind of 
behavior. The courts are the driving force of our Constitution and laws and their judgements 
must be respected by the people and enforced by government. Fear of personal attacks and 
tainted public opinion or enforcement failures should not color judicial decision making. Yet 
Trump has been successful in negating the most important checks and balances through his 
constant attacks on judges and the courts.

The Media
A democracy is totally dependent on the press -- to question our political leaders, hold them 
accountable for their actions, and report the truth to the people. Journalists are representatives of 
the people, responsible to seek the information that the people want to know and to investigate 
the issues that we are unable to investigate as individuals. We count on them to tell us what is 
happening in government. The press has played a vital role of holding politicians accountable 
throughout the history of our nation.45  

With the burden of reporting to the people, the press has an enormous responsibility to verify 
their sources and report accurately to the people. This author considers the common news 
sources (ex. AP, UPI, Wall Street Journal, Washington Post, New York Times, ABC, NBC, 
CBS, CNN, and BBC) to be reputable and make every attempt to report factual news. Trump 
does not see it this way. From the onset he has viciously attacked the press anytime they report 
on an issue not to his liking. This is especially true when they ‘fact-check’ his tweets and boasts 
and report them to be false and inaccurate. 

Trump’s common modus operandi is to boast or state inaccurate information to the press or over 
Twitter. The media then reports the boast or tweet and further reports that the claim is untrue or 
inaccurately stated. Trump then challenges the news reports as “fake news” and viciously attacks 
and vilifies the media. He then changes the news cycle with another inaccurate or untrue claim 
and the cycle begins again.

43 Ibid.
44 Ibid.
45 Childs, D. (2019). “The Importance of Freedom of the Press in a Democracy”. Democracy and Me, January 8, 
2019. https://www.democracyandme.org/the-importance-of-freedom-of-the-press-in-a-democracy/
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Trump has complete disdain for the media and calls it a “disgrace, false, horrible, fake 
reporting.” It is “out of control…fantastic.” Reporters are “very dishonest people,” their 
coverage he describes as “an outrage.” The New York Times—a “failing” newspaper. CNN 
“terrible.”46 He has called the media “the enemy of the American people.”47 He frequently attacks 
reporters personally during press conferences if he does not like their questions.48 He saves his 
most ferocious attacks on female reporters, often women of color.49 He has threatened to remove 
the license of a major news network because he disagreed with their reporting.50 He has revoked 
the White House press credentials of journalists covering the White House.51 52 

“Repeat a lie often enough and it becomes the truth” is a principle of propaganda attributed to 
Hitler’s Propaganda Minister, Joseph Goebbels. Trump has employed this tactic most effectively 
in that a good number of his followers actually believe that the media is controlled by a big 
conspiracy out to get him and that everything reported is a lie and just “fake news”. 

Donald Trump uses social media most effectively, often to distort the truth, slander his 
opposition or spread conspiracy theories. He has some 85 million Twitter followers and has 
placed statements on Twitter some 54,000 times.53 Through social media Trump has been able to 
keep up his attack on the press and deliver a consistent message to his followers of not believing 
anything reported that is disparaging to him. He has been most effective with this approach. 
While President Trump cannot silence the media the way he has silenced the Republican 
Congress, he has successfully neutralized them; at least in the eyes of his many followers. In a 
2018 CBS News Poll, 91% of strong Trump supporters said they trusted Donald Trump the most 
for accurate information, while only 11% most trusted the mainstream media.54 When 60 Minutes 
Leslie Stahl asked President Trump why he continuously attacks the media he said, “I do it to 
discredit you all and demean you all so that when you write negative stories about me, no one 
will believe you.”55

46 Kalb, M. (2017). “Trump’s troubling relationship with the press.” Brookings, February 21, 2017. 
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2017/02/21/trumps-troubling-relationship-with-the-press/
47 Ibid
48 Farhi, P. (2020). “Trump’s Treatment of Journalists Endangers American Democracy, New 
Research Says.” Independent, April 16, 2020. 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-politics/trump-journalists-media-
democracy-fake-news-white-house-cpj-a9469586.html
49 Zoellner, D. and M. Yagoda. (2020), “The Tumultuous History of Donald Trump and Female Reporters.” 
Independent, July3, 2020. https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-politics/donald-trump-female-
reporter-press-conference-weijia-jiang-kaitlan-collins-megyn-kelly-a9599031.html
50 Shields, T. (2017), “Trump Threatens NBC License, Blasts Disgusting Free Press.” Bloomberg News, October 11, 
2017. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-10-11/trump-threatens-nbc-tv-licenses-after-story-on-
nuclear-buildup
51 Ingram, T. (2019). “White House Revokes Press Passes for Dozens of Journalists.” Columbia Journalism Review, 
May 9, 2019. https://www.cjr.org/the_media_today/white-house-press-passes.php
52 Gonzales, R. (2018). “White House Revokes Press Pass of CNN’s Jim Acosta.” NPR, November 7, 2018. 
https://www.npr.org/2018/11/07/665497382/white-house-revokes-press-pass-of-cnns-jim-acosta
53 Socialbakers, https://www.socialbakers.com/statistics/twitter/profiles/detail/25073877-realdonaldtrump
54 Holmes, J. (2018). “Trump Supporters Trust Trump Most for Accurate Information at 91% - Media Least at 11%.” 
Esquire, July 31, 2018. https://www.esquire.com/news-politics/a22600827/donald-trump-supporters-believe-the-
media/
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Office of Inspector General (OIG)
The 78 Inspectors General in the various departments of the federal government are the 
watchdogs for the people. The nonpartisan inspectors are on the lookout for fraud, waste, abuse, 
and mismanagement of government programs, funding and operations within their parent 
organizations. So how does Donald Trump deal with these watchdogs within his own 
administration? If one gets too close to find that fraud or abuse exist within the departments or 
agencies of his administration, he simply fires them. Consider these five recent IG removals:

Michael Atkinson (4/3/2020) – Inspector General for the Intelligence Community. The 
report that President Trump was withholding funds from Ukraine in exchange for 
political dirt on Joe Biden was given to Mr. Atkinson by an unknown “whistleblower”. 
Atkinson did his job properly by investigating the report and, finding it had merit, he 
reported it to Congress. This report eventually led to the impeachment of President 
Trump. As soon as the impeachment trial was over and Trump was acquitted, Atkinson 
was fired from his job. Trump said that he “no longer had faith in him.” The general 
opinion is that this firing was in retribution for Atkinson’s role in the impeachment 
proceedings.56

Glen Fine (4/7/2020) -- Inspector General for Department of Defense (DOD). Mr. Fine 
had served as an IG for sixteen years. Several weeks earlier, Fine was selected by the 
head of a council of inspectors general to lead the Pandemic Response Accountability 
Committee. As chairman of the committee, Fine had oversight over the $2 Trillion 
coronavirus stimulus spending package. Fine and his staff were given no reason for his 
dismissal. Trump said that he was trying to rid his administration of Obama-era 
appointees.57

Christi Grimm (5/1/2020) – Inspector General for Health and Human Services (HHS). 
Ms. Grimm has been with the Inspector General Department since 1999 and was serving 
as Inspector General of HHS when she was removed from her office by President Trump. 
This removal came several weeks after Grimm issued a report critical of the Trump 
Administration handling of the COVID-19 pandemic.58

Steve Linick (5/15/2020) – Inspector General for State Department. Mr. Linick was the 
IG for the Department of State and was investigating several incidents of suspected abuse 
of power by Secretary Mike Pompeo before he was abruptly fired by President Trump. 
The President said the firing was at the request of Secretary Pompeo.59

55 Ibid.
56 Von Wagtendonk, A. (2020). “Trump Has Fired the Intelligence Watchdog Who First Flagged 
Ukraine Whistleblower Complaint.” Vox, April 4, 2020. https://www.vox.com/policy-and-
politics/2020/4/4/21207988/trump-intelligence-inspector-general-atkinson-ukraine-impeachment
57 Nakashima, E. (2020). “Trump removes inspector general who was to oversee $3 trillion stimulus spending.” 
Washington Post. April 7, 2020. https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/trump-removes-inspector-
general-who-was-to-oversee-2-trillion-stimulus-spending/2020/04/07/2f0c6cb8-78ea-11ea-9bee-
c5bf9d2e3288_story.html
58 Frieden, J. (2020). “White House Replaces HHS Inspector General.” MedPage Today, May 3, 2020. 
https://www.medpagetoday.com/infectiousdisease/covid19/86282



13

Mitch Behm (5/16/2020)– Inspector General for Department of Transportation (DOT). 
Mr. Behm has been with the Inspector General Department since 2003 and was serving 
as Acting Inspector General of DOT when he was removed from his office. Some alleged 
that this was due to an investigation into conflict of interest of Transportation Secretary 
Elaine Chou, wife of Senator Mitch McConnell.60

With the firing of five inspectors general in a six-week period, the message to the OIG is very 
clear. Any IG that dares investigate any operations or practices of the Trump administration 
should have concern for their future.61 The watchdogs for the people have been, in effect, 
neutralized. Senator Mitt Romney (R-UT) called these firings “a threat to accountable 
democracy and a fissure to constitutional balance of power.”62

In a Boston Globe editorial on May 18, 2020, the Globe Editorial Board points out that the 
Republican Congress lacks the backbone to punish Trump for abusing the powers of his office. 
He is “now purging the federal government of independent inspectors general who hold the 
executive branch accountable for carrying out the duties of public service with integrity and for 
acting within the confines of the law.” The editors state that, “Until congressional leaders work 
up the nerve to respond with something stronger than finger-wagging, there’s no reason to think 
this abuse of presidential power will stop.”63

The Executive Branch
The final line of checks and balances is President Trump’s own administration – his cabinet, 
staff, and attorneys. Trump has little problem keeping them in line. He replaces anyone who 
dares to disagree with him. The turnover of key administration advisors through July 15, 2020 is 
88%. Much of the turnover has been multiple times of the same position. As an example, he has 
had four Chiefs of Staff, four National Security Advisors, four Press Secretaries, and there have 
been ten cabinet position turnovers. Cabinet members and key advisors such as Gen John Kelly 
(Chief of Staff), Gen. Jim Mattis (DOD), Gen. H.R. McMaster (NSC), Hon. John Bolton (NSC), 
Jeff Sessions (Justice), and Rex Tillerson (State) have all been removed from their positions or 
have resigned because of disagreements with President Trump.64 He expects absolute loyalty 
from his cabinet and total agreement with him. If you challenge him, you are gone. In addition, 

59 DeYoung, K. and C. Morello. (2020). “Fired State Department watchdog who was investigating Pompeo appears 
before Congress.” Washington Post, June 3, 2020. https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/fired-state-
department-watchdog-who-was-probing-pompeo-to-appear-before-congress/2020/06/02/bc51e098-a4f6-11ea-8681-
7d471bf20207_story.html
60 Mintz, S. (2020). “Democrats Blast Removal of Acting DOT Inspector General.” Politico, May 19, 2020. 
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/05/19/democrats-blast-removal-of-acting-dot-inspector-general-268611
61 Kerby, J. (2020). “Trump’s purge of inspectors general, explained.” Vox, May 28, 2020. 
https://www.vox.com/2020/5/28/21265799/inspectors-general-trump-linick-atkinson
62 Schott, B. (2020). “Romney condemns Trump’s firing of government watchdogs, calling it a ‘threat to 
democracy’.” Utah Policy Today, May 16, 2020. https://utahpolicy.com/index.php/features/today-at-utah-
policy/23852-romney-condemns-trump-s-firing-of-government-watchdogs-calling-it-a-threat-to-democracy
63 The Editorial Board. (2020). “Stop the purge of inspectors general.” Boston Globe, May 18, 2020. 
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2020/05/18/opinion/stop-purge-inspectors-general/
64 Tenpas, K. (2020). “Tracking Turnover in the Trump Administration.” Brookings, July 2020. 
https://www.brookings.edu/research/tracking-turnover-in-the-trump-administration/
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he demands complete and total loyalty from all administration staff members by purging officials 
not considered efficiently loyal to the president. He has established a process demanding loyalty 
and for weeding out anyone who is not a true Trump believer.65

A method of checks and balances over the Executive Branch is the Senate’s constitutional 
authority to approve appointments to key department positions. Normally, this is a “rubber 
stamp” but some of Trump’s appointments have been so controversial that they faced Senate 
opposition. Trump has been able to avoid the appointment approval by making the appointment 
“acting head” or “temporary” with no plan to permanently fill the position.66

A blatant example is Trump’s recent appointment of Anthony J. Tata as Under Secretary of 
Defense for Policy. Tata is a retired one-star general who retired in 2009 after an Army inquiry 
found he had conducted two extra-marital affairs, a crime in the military. He became a Fox News 
commentator and made numerous statements considered racist and inflammatory, causing 
concern in Congress. Tata then withdrew his nomination before the Senate Armed Services 
Committee.67 Trump then did an end around, appointing Tata to a ‘temporary’ senior position in 
the same department. A ‘temporary’ appointment does not require Congressional approval. “This 
method of appointment is an insult to our troops, professionals at the Pentagon, the Senate and 
the American people,” Senator Jack Reed (D-RI), the senior Democrat on the Armed Services 
Committee, said in a statement. “Clearly, President Trump wants people who will swear 
allegiance to him over the Constitution. This is a flagrant end run around the confirmation 
process.”68

Summary
The separation of powers as established in the Constitution are there to prevent abuse of power 
and prohibit the possibility that our nation would ever have a king or dictator. Over the last four 
years, Donald Trump has been able to erode and neutralize the checks and balances intended to 
prevent any individual or political entity from becoming too powerful. The Congress, the 
Judicial, the media, the IGO, and the Executive branch have been minimized or neutralized. In 
doing so, he has extended his power so that he can operate with total impunity and with no threat 
of consequence. The damage he has done to our democracy by attacking and controlling these 
institutions will last far beyond his term in office. This is an absolute abuse of the powers given 
to him by the people.

He has been viewed as inept and unfit for office not only by his adversaries but by those who 
have served under him. Former Department of Defense Secretary, General James Mattis said, 
“Donald Trump is the first president in my lifetime who does not try to unite the American 

65 Lutz, E. (2020). “Trump is Taking His Demand for Loyalty to the Next Level.” Vanity Fair, February 21, 2020. 
https://www.vanityfair.com/news/2020/02/trump-is-taking-his-demand-for-loyalty-to-the-next-level
66 Blake, A. (2020). “Trump’s government full of temps.” Washington Post, February 21, 2020.  
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/02/21/trump-has-had-an-acting-official-cabinet-level-job-1-out-
every-9-days/
67 Mehta, A. (2020). “Controversial nominee Tata appointed to a top defense job, bypassing Congress.”  Defense 
News, August 2, 2020. https://www.defensenews.com/pentagon/2020/08/02/controversial-nominee-tata-appointed-
to-top-defense-job-bypassing-congress/
68 Schmitt, E. (2020). “Trump Pick for Pentagon Post Sidesteps Senate Ire for Different Defense Job.” New York 
Times, August 2, 2020. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/02/us/politics/anthony-tata-pentagon-nomination.html
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people – does not even pretend to try. Instead he tries to divide us. We are witnessing the 
consequences of three years of this deliberate effort. We are witnessing the consequences of 
three years without mature leadership.” Mattis went on to say, “We must reject and hold 
accountable those in office who would make a mockery of our Constitution.”69 Former National 
Security Advisor, Ambassador John Bolton said in an ABC News interview, “I don’t think he’s 
fit for office. I don’t think he has the competence to carry out the job.”70

Donald Trump is a serious threat to our Constitution. He doesn’t understand it; he probably has 
not read it; and he views its very nature as a threat. As with every other threat that he encounters, 
he lies and cheats and does whatever necessary to get around it. This represents a deep danger to 
our democracy.

The one check and balance provided in the Constitution that Donald Trump has not been able to 
nullify, however, is the vote of the American people. He can bully and lie throughout the 
presidential campaign, but the people will have the final say. Will we fall for the falsehoods and 
misleading statements one more time and make him king? Or will the citizens of the greatest 
democracy on earth refuse to be bullied and speak their mind? We will know in less than 100 
days.

69 Goldberg, J. (2020). “James Mattis Denounces President Trump, Describes Him as a Threat to the Constitution.” 
The Atlantic, June 3, 2020. https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2020/06/james-mattis-denounces-trump-
protests-militarization/612640/
70 Wagner, J. (2020). “Trump ‘unfit for office,’ lacks ‘competence,’ Bolton says in TV interview.” Washington Post, 
June 18, 2020. https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-unfit-for-office-lacks-competence-bolton-says-in-tv-
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